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Abstract 
Planning for the Continuity of a School’s Vision and Culture  
Before Leadership Succession Events 
Christopher Richard Garchinsky 
Marion Dugan, Ed.D. 
 
 
 
 
This study investigated practices exemplary principals employ to plan for the 
continuity of vision and culture beyond their tenures and within complex school systems.  
The study focused heavily on exemplary principals, from their perspectives, using 
distributed leadership strategies to share leadership responsibility and to build consensus 
of vision and culture.  Analysis of the literature and the common set of strategies 
described here answer the major research question:  “What, if any, are the practices that 
exemplary principals use to plan for a continuity of culture and vision beyond their 
tenures and within a complex school system?” 
The conclusions are as follows: 
1. While the differences between the exemplary principals’ stories were pronounced, 
all of them had expressed remarkably similar beliefs.  These included the 
alignment of their visions of learning, the belief that visions and cultures had to be 
firmly established and distributed before considering leadership succession 
events, and the admission that distributed leadership practices were crucial to their 
leadership success. 
2. Exemplary principals saw distinct roles for teachers and principals.  Principals 
were to bring ideals to the discussion of learning, to provide the opportunity for 
stakeholders to learn about and collaborate in the development of the vision, to 
xv 
 
keep the focus of the culture on learning, to serve as quality managers of school 
practices, and to continually develop meaningful relationships with stakeholders.  
Teachers were to identify the needs to be addressed, to work hard on 
understanding and accepting the vision of learning, to continually improve their 
teaching practices, and to help others by serving as teacher leaders. 
3. In exemplary principals’ minds, the relationship between the school and the 
school district is one of reciprocal benefits.  An exemplary principal takes 
direction from the school district, but reciprocates by providing expertise and 
filling gaps where they are identified.  This benefits the entire school district, and 
also influences the larger context. 
4. Exemplary principals thought about succession events and their impacts on the 
vision and culture of the school.  Perhaps without knowing at the time, all of them 
began the distribution of leadership responsibilities from the onset of their tenures 
as principals.
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CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
Introduction 
 This thesis describes a research study that examined what practices, if any, 
exemplary principals used to plan for a continuity of culture and vision beyond their 
tenures and within a complex society.  From the review of the literature, and the 
subsequent examination of exemplary principals’ comments and the comments of the 
stakeholders in their schools, I synthesized the common themes so that current and future 
principals may utilize these same strategies in a conscious manner.  The goal is for these 
principals to successfully plan for their own professional successions from the onset of 
their tenures.  This first chapter of this thesis introduces this study. 
Background of the Study 
The Role of Culture and Vision in Education 
 ISLLC Standards 
 In 1996, the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) created and 
adopted the Standards for School Leaders.  In subsequent years, the Standards have 
become the ideal for school leaders in the 35 states that have adopted them, and are the 
backbone for many school leadership development programs in college and university 
schools of education.  These Standards are far-reaching and influential, and require 
consideration. 
 ISLLC developed six standards, addressing six interconnected topics for school 
leadership.  The standards are included in their entirety in Appendix A.  The standards, in 
order, address the following topics:  (1)  vision of the organization, (2) culture of learning 
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and growth, (3) management of resources, (4) collaboration of the leader with families 
and the community, (5) integrity, fairness, and ethics of the leader, and (6) understanding, 
responding to, and influencing the larger context (ISLLC, 1996). 
 The first and second standards—vision of the organization, and culture of learning 
and growth—are particularly useful for closer examination.  By their prime place in the 
order of standards, ISLLC may be adding weight to their relative importance.  Indeed, 
other authors (e.g. Serviovanni, 2006, and Useem, 1999, among many) cite development 
and articulation of a vision, and continuation and meaningful development of culture as 
prime determinations of the success of a leader. 
 The entire standard addressing vision reads as follows:  “A school administrator is 
an educational leader who promotes the success of all students by facilitating the 
development, articulation, implementation, and stewardship of a vision of learning that is 
shared and supported by the school community”  (ISLLC, 1996).    Key to this standard is 
the facilitation of the activities.  In other words, ISLLC is acknowledging that the school 
leader does not develop, articulate, implement, and steward the vision himself or herself.  
These responsibilities are facilitated by the school leader, and carried out by other 
stakeholders.  Likewise, another key to this standard is that the vision discussed is a 
vision of learning, and shared by the school community.  The school leader must 
promote a vision focused on learning, and must build consensus from the stakeholders. 
The standard continues with areas of knowledge, dispositions, and performances 
for the school leader to be considered effective in this standard of leadership.  Among the 
areas of knowledge are the following:  the principles of developing and implementing 
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strategic plans; systems theory; effective communication; and effective consensus-
building and negotiation skills.  The process of developing strategic plans is one of 
“going to the balcony” (Fisher, et al., 1992).  That is, strategic plans allow stakeholders to 
visualize the “big picture” of the organization, and to plan for any course corrections 
necessary.  Knowledge of systems theory, effective communication, and consensus 
building allow the leader to broker relationships between stakeholders so as to develop 
the unity of vision required by this standard. 
Dispositions (i.e. what the leader believes in, values and is committed to) required 
for this standard generally include specific aspects of a vision statement focused on 
learning, but also includes “a willingness to continuously examine one’s own 
assumptions, beliefs and practices.”  These two aspects combine to create a vision of 
learning with opportunities for reflection by the stakeholder group. 
The performances attributed to the standard dealing with vision include many 
activities focused on effective communication, consistent day-to-day decisions, and 
quality assessment of progress.  Two performance areas are particularly focused on the 
long-term view.  They are:  “the vision and mission are communicated through the use of 
symbols, ceremonies, stories and other activities,” and “the vision, mission and 
implementation plans are regularly monitored, evaluated, and revised.” 
The second standard, which deals with culture, reads as follows:  “A school 
administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all students by 
advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture and instructional program 
conducive to student learning and staff professional growth”  (ISLLC, 1996).  First of all, 
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it is noteworthy that the implication is that the school culture is present upon the start of 
the leader’s tenure—nowhere in the standard does it discuss the development of culture, 
but rather the advocating, nurturing and sustaining of that culture.  Secondly, it does 
qualify culture as being one that promotes student learning and staff professional growth.  
Therefore, upon beginning a position of leadership, the school leader must determine 
what areas of the present culture are conducive to student learning and staff professional 
growth, and promote those areas. 
The knowledge section of this standard includes knowledge of curriculum, 
instruction, assessment, diversity, technology, professional development, and learning 
theories.  In addition, ISLLC includes “the change process for systems, organizations, 
and individuals,” and “school cultures” as areas about which a school leader should 
possess knowledge.  The disposition section echoes the knowledge section with 
contributions dealing with belief in the learning ability of all students, and the benefits 
that diversity brings to the school community. 
The performances section for this standard addresses those activities facilitated or 
organized by the school leader which promote the continuation of a culture of learning.  
These include the following:  students and staff feel valued and important, diversity is 
considered in developing learning experiences, there is a culture of high expectations for 
self, student and staff performance, and student and staff accomplishments are recognized 
and celebrated.  Two of the included statements promote the long-term view.  They are:  
“the school is organized and aligned for success,” and “the school culture and climate are 
assessed on a regular basis.” 
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Vision and culture are integral to the success of a school leader.  ISLLC’s 
standards attest to it, and promote their consideration by school leaders when planning for 
effective schools.  In addition, ISLLC promotes the consideration of vision and culture as 
long-term views.  In the case of culture, the standards even imply that one is present upon 
the beginning of a leader’s tenure. 
 NCSL Research 
 In 2007, the National College for School Leadership, a United Kingdom research 
organization, created a document entitled, What We Know About School Leadership.  As 
the name implies, it summarizes to date what educational researchers know about school 
leadership. 
 In this document, the authors draw a few conclusions about the role of culture and 
vision.  The study of principal leadership, they say, should always be studied in the 
context of the entire school—that is, in the culture of the school (NCSL, 2007; Hallinger 
& Heck, 1996; Schein, 1985).  The school leader should also be responsive to this 
context.  “Successful leaders need to be ‘contextually literate’:  they have to be able to 
‘read’ their contexts like a text, including understanding the sub-texts, the meta-
messages, and the micro-politics whilst not becoming victims of them” (NCSL, 2007, 
p.5).  The document more clearly defines this “context” as being determined by the socio-
economic, demographic, cultural, and historic factors (NCSL, 2007).  As with the ISLLC 
standards, the NCSL research takes the long view of culture and vision. 
 Undoubtedly, then, culture and vision are important factors in shaping a school 
leader and determining his or her efficacy.  Is the reciprocal true?  That is, does a school 
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leader have any influence in shaping the culture and vision of a school?  NCSL provides 
a resounding affirmative.  The core tasks of school leaders are clear, say the authors:  
“Building vision and setting directions:  identify and articulate a vision, create shared 
meaning and high performance expectations, foster acceptance of group goals, monitor 
organizational performance and communicate,” (NCSL, 2007, p.6). 
 Nature of Vision and Culture 
 Vision and culture, then, are of paramount importance to the school leader.  He or 
she must constantly assess the vision and culture of the school, and make course 
corrections as described in the two documents above.  He or she must also be mindful of 
the long-term nature of vision and culture.  It is generational.  The culture of the school 
was present before a given school leader accepted the role, and will be there after he or 
she leaves.  According to NCSL and ISLLC, it is the role of the leader to be a good 
steward of the vision and culture, and to ensure that they continue in a responsible 
direction during the transition from one leader to another. 
Sustaining Vision and Culture Through Leadership Succession 
 Serial Successions as Threats to Vision and Culture 
 In the past, principals often stayed in one assignment for a number of years.  
Some principals’ tenures were measured in decades.  For many reasons, principals today 
are not staying in one school long enough to truly lead that school to effect change.  
Some researchers (e.g. Hargreaves & Fink, 2006) recommend that the minimum tenure of 
a principal should be five years. 
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 One possible reason for the decrease in the length of principal tenures 
(Educational Research Service, 1998) is the changing nature of the principalship, which 
will be discussed in greater detail in chapter two of this proposal.  A principal entering a 
new leadership assignment today is ideally expected to learn the intricacies of a unique 
and complex system, determine what the vision and culture of the school are, lead the 
stakeholders through the process of creating a plan for improvement, acquire buy-in from 
those same stakeholders, implement a plan for improvement, monitor success of the 
organization, and continuously build momentum for academic and cultural gains—all 
within an average principal tenure of five years (Lovely, 2004).  Without proper 
leadership training grounded in the ISLLC standards, it is nearly an impossible task.  
Many principals are entering principalships adhering to prescriptive changes to the 
system—often bringing solutions that worked in an entirely different environment—
which may result in a lack of continuity of vision and culture as he or she tries to force a 
new paradigm on an already present culture and vision.  This model of a “heroic leader” 
is no longer viable (Donaldson, 2006). 
 A principal may be brought into a leadership position to help a struggling school 
make the gains that the community and government require.  Sometimes by design and 
sometimes by chance, this same principal may make changes that are unwelcome by the 
teachers in the building, many of whom have endured a series of new leaders in the 
culture.  Principals in these situations may understand the necessity to acquire buy-in 
from stakeholders, but with the expectation for rapid improvement may be tempted or 
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feel required to expedite the process.  The teachers who are comfortable in the present 
culture and vision may experience reluctance and frustration with the lack of continuity. 
 Many factors are joining to result in the need for a new kind of leadership 
development.  These factors—including a new style of tasks to be undertaken in short 
periods of time, an impending shortage of principals in the near future contributing to 
rapid principal turnover, the continuous call by school boards for some principals to enact 
wholesale changes to the day-to-day activities of their school, a change in knowledge 
required by today’s principal from management to systems and organizational change—
truly promote a culture of discontinuity.  It is the responsibility of the educational 
community to develop the means for a culture of continuity to be promoted for the sake 
of sustaining successful change initiatives (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Fullan, 2005). 
 Leadership Succession to Address Sustaining Vision and Culture 
 Every leader will eventually leave, either through retirement, resignation, or 
death.  Leadership succession provides its own challenge to the continuity of an 
organization’s vision and culture.  The difference today is that leadership successions 
appear to be happening with greater frequency, resulting in serial successions. Whenever 
a new leader presents oneself, he or she brings beliefs, actions, expectations, 
requirements, and practices that may put stress on the organization’s vision and culture.   
If a leader is to be a responsible steward of the vision and culture of a school, that 
leader will understand the challenge of leadership succession on the continuity 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  To address leadership succession, a leader must consider the 
status of the vision and culture before his or her tenure began, and where the vision and 
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culture have changed during that tenure.  The leader anticipating retirement or resignation 
should begin planning for that departure.  How will the vision and culture of the school 
thrive when the leader is gone?  Is there an identified successor?  Has he or she been 
apprised of the direction of the organization so a proper transfer of stewardship can 
occur?  These questions require a great deal of time to prepare. 
This discussion has shied away from a circumstance difficult for many leaders to 
consider—what about the sudden death of a leader?  Considering the length of time that a 
proper leadership succession addressing the transfer of stewardship of the vision and 
culture to a successor can take, it is often enlightening to consider what would happen if 
the organization suddenly found itself without a steward.  Leaders wishing to see to the 
proper transfer of stewardship of their organizations should consider leadership 
succession from the beginning of their tenures (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). 
History of Leadership Succession for Business and Education 
Leadership Succession in Businesses 
The need for a different form of leadership succession is only now entering the 
education literature, but the business world has been discussing succession practices for 
20 years (Kersner & Sebora, 1994).  Some principals may be tempted to adopt wholly 
business solutions already discussed in business literature without evaluation of their 
applicability to education.  This leads us to a second consideration of whether solutions 
developed for the business world can be transferred to the education realm. 
Some authors in business literature look for prescriptive, “one-size-fits-all,” step-
by-step solutions for succession planning.  Messmer (2006) recommends the following 
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three steps:  (1) select a successor, (2) train your protégé, and (3) monitor progress.   Dye 
(2005) recommends these three main components of a succession plan:  (1) an emergency 
plan to be used when experiencing catastrophic loss of leadership, (2) a standard plan to 
be put in effect when an executive leaves for another job, and (3) an anticipatory plan 
when the organization knows of a particular departure.  Others focus more on general 
themes, often the identification of a successor.  Galea (2006) asks current leaders to 
search for successors who already possess (1) leadership promise, (2) receptivity to 
feedback, (3) a balance of values and results, and (4) mastery of complexity. 
Collectively, these prescriptive or simplistic answers have been referred to as 
“succession planning.”  Business literature has identified such solutions as acceptable for 
simple problems experienced by many small businesses.  When the owner of a sole 
proprietorship with few employees is considering succession, employing a prescriptive 
solution or one that simply recommends finding a successor who possesses certain 
characteristics may be sufficient.  Schools do not fit this mold, and therefore such a 
simplistic solution for succession planning is insufficient but tempting for many who may 
be interested in finding a solution. 
Business literature has more recently embraced complexity science (Wheatley, 
2006) and cultures of change (Fullan, 2005) with their move from succession planning to 
succession management.  Kersner and Sebora (1994) describe this change as a move from 
selecting and developing individual people for specific jobs where there are anticipated 
vacancies (succession planning) to creating a culture where leadership is fostered in many 
people by sharing leadership responsibilities, and thereby creating a pool of talent 
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(succession management).  In organizations with many levels of systematic complexity, 
succession management is a much more appropriate solution, albeit more fluid and 
therefore less “clean.”  However, Fullan (2005) warns that leading a culture of change in 
schools is seldom tidy. 
Schools are extremely complex systems.  School systems are comprised of 
individuals (principals, support staff, teachers, students, and parents) whose interactions 
add a level of complexity that many businesses, particularly small businesses, do not 
experience.  For this reason, succession management appears to be more appropriately 
designed than succession planning to meet the needs of leadership succession in schools. 
Business literature has specific suggestions for the employment of succession 
management strategies, and researchers should consider these as a starting place for 
answers to similar problems in education.  Schools are not businesses, however, and the 
challenges facing succession in education are different from those facing businesses.  It is 
appropriate for researchers, therefore, to examine the practices of successful principals to 
consider whether their strategies have proven beneficial in meeting the needs 
demonstrated here. 
Leadership Succession in Education 
 Despite the unique challenges of maintaining a continuity of vision across the 
tenure of a series of school leaders, schools have generally not required any sort of 
leadership succession management plan, and have traditionally even considered 
succession to be a burden (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  The private sector, however, uses 
succession as an opportunity to make visionary changes over the long-term. Successful 
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businesses use succession management strategies on a day-to-day basis rather than 
simply when vacancies are expected.  They use succession management to create a 
culture of ownership and acceptance of shared leadership responsibilities so as to build 
leadership capacity and develop tomorrow’s leaders. The major purpose of succession 
management is “to build leadership capacity.” 
A major reform leadership practice found in the literature, in schools of 
educational leadership that use leadership standards, as well as in actual practice, is also 
to “build leadership capacity” across school staffs.  (Burnham-West, 2004;  Pennsylvania 
Department of Education, 2008).  This would mean that in both business organizations 
and schools alike, there is a common practice and purpose for “building leadership 
capacity” but it is labeled differently.  In business organizations, it is called “succession 
management” and in schools it is called “distributed or collaborative leadership” in the 
literature and “building leadership capacity” in practice.  
The concept of “distributed leadership” has gained in popularity among 
educational researchers in recent years.  Spillane (2006), a pioneer in the field, defines 
distributed leadership as, “a framework for thinking about and framing investigations of 
leadership practice” in which other people, in addition to the identified leaders “…take on 
leadership responsibility in schools on their own initiative.”  Marzano, et.al. (2005) 
identify what sort of responsibilities may be shared with teacher-leaders.  The purpose of 
distributed leadership is to make schools function more efficiently and to build ownership 
in the organization.  Distributed leadership could additionally serve the purpose described 
in succession management—to develop tomorrow’s leaders.  Spillane (2006) does not 
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offer a prescriptive “how-to” for distributed leadership, nor do other authors.  Distributed 
leadership is a framework for thinking about leadership.   
Both succession management, in the business world, and distributed leadership, in 
the education world, serve the same purpose—to build leadership capacity within their 
respective organizations.  They seek to put into practice, albeit in different ways, an 
answer to the question, “How do organizations build responsibility among their staff 
members?”  Appendix F contains a graphic organizer comparing and contrasting the 
terms “succession management” and “distributed leadership.” 
Among educational leaders, the term “distributed leadership” is not widely used.  
Rather, educational leaders often will seek practices that “build leadership capacity” or 
“share responsibilities with the staff.”  This thesis, therefore, will explore “distributed 
leadership” in more detail, but will describe research conducted about the sharing of 
leadership responsibilities for the purpose of building consensus of vision and stewarding 
the culture of learning.   
Leadership Succession for New Principals 
 The situation, therefore, is that new principals of schools are required to enter 
leadership positions as stewards of the vision and culture, contemplate the improvements 
that the school requires, guide the stakeholders to embrace these improvements and make 
the necessary changes to the practices, and join it to the present culture and vision.  This 
should all occur while the new principal is distributing leadership to the stakeholders so 
as to build future leaders and stewards of the vision and culture.  The problem is how new 
principals are to accomplish this, given their novitiate status. 
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The Problem Statement 
The Gap in the Literature 
 It is timely and crucial for school systems to develop solutions to the problem of 
building continuity of vision during these changing times.  One means for us to develop 
that continuity is to build a culture that develops future leaders through active succession 
management practices, as many businesses have already done.  These strategies may or 
may not be transferable to educational organizations, so a careful examination of 
successful practices should occur. 
 While some researchers have examined this general question, others claim it is 
still the individual building principal’s role to distribute leadership responsibilities for the 
purpose of ensuring the culture for which he or she has served as steward outlasts his or 
her tenure (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  This is the essence of leadership succession 
management for school principals.  It should be a planned process, and it should be part 
of the daily operations of the school from the outset (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  A 
novice principal, however, may not know what common practices exemplary veteran 
principals may employ.  If we could gather this information and provide it to new 
principals, they may enact solutions at the onset of their own tenures.  These proactive 
solutions may hopefully provide for more continuity of their tenures, as well as on to 
their successors’ tenures. 
Research Question 
 The goal of this study, therefore, is to provide a starting point for future research 
in succession management by answering this research question:  “What, if any, are the 
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practices that exemplary principals use to plan for a continuity of culture and vision 
beyond their tenures and within a complex school system?”  Four subordinate questions 
are:   
• How does an exemplary principal facilitate the development, articulation, 
implementation and stewardship of a vision of learning, while building consensus 
so that the vision of learning continues beyond the principal’s tenure? 
• In what ways does an exemplary principal advocate, nurture, and sustain a school 
culture conducive to student learning in such a way that the culture will continue 
beyond the principal’s tenure?  
•  What impact does the vision and culture of the larger school system (i.e. school 
district) have on the exemplary principal’s proper stewardship of developing the 
vision and culture of the school? 
• In what ways does an exemplary principal build leadership capacity among his or 
her teachers, so that the practices that are begun during his or her tenure are 
continued during succession events? 
To complete this study, I first identified four exemplary principals who have been 
honored in the field.  I interviewed these individuals using a protocol compiled from the 
educational literature about this topic.  I proceeded with interviews of teacher-leaders and 
other stakeholders in those schools, and the examination of relevant school and district 
documents.  After an analysis and synthesis of their responses, I considered what 
strategies and suggestions they provided, what the literature says about these practices, 
and what implications this has on the practices of new principals. 
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Significance of the Study 
 This research study is beneficial because of an identifiable gap in literature 
dealing with instructional leadership and the current situation of discontinuity of vision 
during leadership changes.  Specifically, current literature discusses the need for 
leadership succession management plans because of this discontinuity, but offers no 
advice regarding what these plans should include without becoming prescriptive in 
nature. 
Some authors (e.g. Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Hargreaves, 2005; Fullan, 2005) 
have presented the need for planning for leadership succession in their discussions of the 
role of leadership in sustainable change of educational reform initiatives.  Others (e.g. 
Quinn, 2002) have discussed creating succession plans.  While the former offer a 
challenge, their framework is theoretical in nature and lacking sufficient practical focus.  
On the other hand, the latter provide too narrow of a prescriptive view, attempting to 
provide a “one-size-fits-all” model for succession.  This study is significant because it 
will add validity and suggested actions without being overly prescriptive, by analyzing 
the practices of exemplary principals. 
 Secondly, this study is significant because it adds to the list of practices that 
principals can employ that are aligned with the framework of distributed leadership.  As 
Spillane (2006) freely admits, distributed leadership is not a step-by-step list of activities 
that result in shared responsibility.  This study will result in a means for leaders to 
consider distributed leadership practices.  These practices can be shared with principals-
in-training to further advance their ability to enact meaningful change in schools.  
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Personal Interest 
 As a teacher, I had the opportunity to experience the principalship of 
approximately 15 individuals.  As a central office administrator, I worked very closely 
with ten principals on a daily basis.  From my observation of those 25 principals, I have 
come to realize and accept that all principals leave their mark on those who work and 
learn in their schools.  Hargreaves (2005) writes, “Principals’ impact on their schools is 
often influenced greatly by their predecessors and successors” (p.163).  That impact 
should be planned—it should not be a product of happenstance.  It is my hope that this 
research will provide concrete strategies for fellow novice principals to plan that impact. 
 Through my experiences as a teacher and administrator, I have also observed the 
effects of over-innovation.  It is my conclusion that principals often innovate to separate 
themselves from their predecessors.  It is my hope that this research will help principals 
realize the continuity present in the history of the school, and consider what visionary 
aspects should survive their tenure. 
 I am aware of the burnout present in principals, both through my academic studies 
and my observation of principals.  The responsibilities of principals seem to grow each 
year.  A common solution presented to principals and principals-in-training is to simply 
“delegate” leadership responsibilities.  This solution is insufficient.  The larger question 
is how to distribute leadership to foster the sort of environment conducive to developing 
future leaders, while alleviating some of the management responsibilities of principals. 
 Finally, I am personally interested in this line of research because I am a young 
administrator who is a new principal.  I wish to plan what my impact will be on the 
18 
 
school I will serve.  I hope to understand and support the school’s current vision so as to 
critically consider what innovations are in line with that culture.  Finally, I hope to create 
an environment that supports the development of future leaders. 
Assumptions 
 With any research, it is important for the researcher to identify what assumptions 
he or she already holds.  This is particularly true of qualitative research, as the researcher 
is the instrument collecting the information (Maxwell, 2005).  Knowing what 
assumptions are present allows the reader to more fully understand the lens through 
which the information has been gathered and interpreted.   
Peshkin (1988) writes, “Subjectivity is not a badge of honor… one’s subjectivity 
is [more] like a garment that cannot be removed” (p.17).  Subjectivity is not to be 
minimalized or ignored, however.  Peshkin (1988) also adds, “[S]ubjectivity can be seen 
as virtuous, for it is the basis of researchers’ making a distinctive contribution, one that 
results from the unique configuration of their personal qualities joined to the data they 
collected” (p.18). 
In that spirit of plainly providing the assumptions by and through which this 
proposal has been written and the research will have been conducted, I offer a list of my 
assumptions about the topic of leadership succession: 
• Exemplary principals are more likely to be leading a school in which many 
stakeholders are sharing the culture and vision. 
• Exemplary principals possess the skills necessary to promote the continuation of 
the established vision and culture. 
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• The vision and culture in an exemplary principal’s school is more likely to be 
directed toward learning, and therefore more appropriate for continuation beyond 
the leader’s tenure. 
• The school principal is an important factor in the promotion and sustaining of the 
vision and culture across leadership succession events. 
• The strategies that exemplary principals employ for the purposes described in this 
research study can be compiled into a usable format for novice principals. 
Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 
 This research study confines itself to gathering information from literature 
addressing succession management, and from exemplary school principals’ perceptions 
of their leadership succession practices.  It is assumed at the outset of this study that there 
are common themes and practices that exemplary building principals employ, whether by 
design or intuition.   
It is acknowledged that interviewing principals about their perceptions of their 
past and present actions invites a degree of subjective interpretation.  I believe that the 
richness of the qualitative data gathered, combined with the depth of the perspective of 
exemplary principals, will more than offset any attempts by the subjects to revise 
historical events.  Even if exemplary principals may not have precise recall of events, 
their impressions and beliefs are still worthy of exploration because of the presence of 
their expertise. 
The findings of this study describe the experiences of the exemplary principals 
within the context of being principals of schools.  As with any research study employing 
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qualitative analysis, however, we cannot generalize the findings of this study to other 
levels of instructional leadership or leadership in other contexts. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
Introduction 
This review of the literature is intended to provide a conceptual framework of the 
educational theories and practices that are pertinent to this study.  It will be separated into 
three main sections and will conclude with an exploration of recommendations supported 
by the literature.  The first section addresses why we should be considering leadership 
succession strategies for principals.  The second explores how distributed leadership can 
benefit schools in general, and what responsibilities might be shared with other 
stakeholders.  The third section of this literature review synthesizes concepts of the first 
two sections by exploring how districts and principals have employed strategies for the 
purpose of promoting succession management goals.  
Leadership Succession for Principals 
Timeliness of Principal Succession 
Principal succession is a timely topic for researchers to explore.  Statistics show 
that principal retirements and resignations are increasing, mainly because of the aging of 
our principal corps.  At the same time, converging factors of standardized testing, 
frequent transfers and changing responsibilities are creating a climate in which principal 
tenures are also decreasing.  This overlapping of increasing retirements and decreasing 
tenures are resulting in a surprisingly large number of expected principal successions in 
upcoming years. 
The literature began to discuss a possible principal shortage 20 years ago.  In 
1987, seven to ten percent of principals were replaced each year in the United States 
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(Weindling & Early, 1987).  Ten years later, the impending principal shortage was such 
that half of the districts surveyed had a shortage of principal applicants for anticipated 
positions (Educational Research Service, 1998).  Since then, the principal shortage in this 
country has continued, with indicators pointing to a worsening of symptoms, mainly due 
to the aging of the principal corps.  The problem is not contained to the United States, as 
the United Kingdom’s National College for School Leadership reports that more than 
average retirements of leaders are impending, with fewer than average teachers studying 
leadership to replace them (NCSL, 2007). 
In 2002, 40% of the 93,000 principals in the United States were nearing 
retirement age (Quinn, 2002).  By 2004, 54% were approaching retirement (Lovely, 
2004).  That noticeable change in percentages is mainly due to the effect of the “Baby 
Boom” generation on the workforce.  “Baby Boomers” are those who were born between 
1946 and 1964, mainly to families of military personnel after their return from World 
War II.  In 2001, these workers accounted for 47% of the general workforce (Radke, 
2001).  Today, these workers are between 43 and 61 years old, approaching retirement 
age in some fields and surpassing it in others. 
Compounding the problem of impending retirements of principals in the United 
States is the continued shortening of principal tenures.  Over the last 20 years, the 
average length of the principal tenure has decreased (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2007).  New principals are leaving their posts with the same or only slightly 
less frequency than new teachers (Guterman, 2007).  New teacher retention is a well-
identified and heavily researched topic in education.  Much of this research cites the 
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stress experienced by changing demands of teachers and poor mentoring to assist with 
those demands as primary causes of this burnout (e.g. Wood & McCarthy, 2002).  It is 
noteworthy that principals, having come from the ranks of teachers and working in the 
field on a daily basis, had the opportunity to observe principals in action.  They are, 
therefore, generally not ignorant of the demands of the principalship, as can be claimed of 
new teachers newly graduating from college.  In 1998, 42% of principals left within eight 
years, most occurring during the first three years (Doud & Keller, 1998).  Today, on 
average, principals leave their leadership posts after five years (Lovely, 2004). 
Hargreaves (2005) discusses two possible reasons for these shrinking tenures, 
both related to the impact of high-stakes standardized testing on the life of the school.  In 
some cases, Hargreaves relates, principals who have vowed to improve average test 
performance have found themselves not able to deliver their promises.  These principals 
may be more likely to resign their post shortly before these testing results are published, 
so as to avoid the impending negative publicity.  On the other hand, principals who are 
successful at improving test scores may find themselves transferred to a lower-
performing school to help improve performance there.  In the first situation, Fullan 
(2001) cautions the educational community about an “implementation dip” that may 
cause scores to drop in cultures of change.  In the second, Hargreaves (2005) warns that 
“[t]he quest for future leadership must be defined less by how to rotate principals 
between schools and more by how to retain them when schools are doing well.”  In an 
age where short-term test scores dictate success and failure of schools, these potential 
effects on principal tenures are a concern. 
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In addition to the effects of high-stakes standardized testing on the length of 
tenures of principals, some principals may feel stress due to the change in responsibilities 
over the past 30 years.  In the 1970s, principals served mainly as facilities managers 
(Hallinger & Murphy, 1985).  These responsibilities began to change to a focus on 
instructional leadership in the 1980s (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985), but with few of the 
managerial responsibilities removed.  Since the 1980s, the focus of principal leadership 
has been on instructional leadership, but with little consensus about the definition 
(Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; Marzano, et al, 2005; Mitchell & Castle, 2005). 
The focus is now squarely on “instructional leadership,” but due to the lack of 
consensus regarding what that entails, many principals feel they are expected to be all 
things to all people in the school (Elmore, 2000), even though quite often these interests 
compete and are in conflict (Farrandino, 2003).  Principals with this cognitive dissonance 
often resort to “heroic leadership,” in which they will take all responsibility on 
themselves, try to micromanage all administrative situations, and invest unhealthy 
quantities of their own psychological resources to ensuring that the school succeeds.  This 
undoubtedly often ends badly for the principal and the school (Mintzberg, 2004; Bernhut, 
2000; Donaldson, 2006). 
These factors—the effect of standardized testing on the definition of school 
success, and the lack of consensus about the concept of instructional leadership with the 
subsequent reliance on heroic leadership—may combine to increase stress and reduce the 
tenures of current principals.  When one considers that tenures are shrinking and the 
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population of current principals is quickly approaching retirement, the need for a 
conversation about leadership succession is apparent. 
Business Leadership Succession Compared to Education Leadership Succession 
Business researchers have been exploring succession management for 20 years 
(Kersner & Sebora, 1994), while education researchers have been discussing the topic for 
considerably less time.  Because of the longer discussion among business researchers, 
there are noteworthy differences between how businesses and schools approach 
leadership succession.  There is a benefit for education researchers and practitioners to 
consider what their counterparts in the business field have already discussed, so as to 
expedite the discussion that is entering research presently. 
The first comparison to discuss is how businesses and schools each view the 
process of leadership succession and the strategies to enact it.  Businesses have generally 
identified that leadership succession is an inevitable process that can serve as a defining 
moment in the life of the business (Fulmer & Conger, 2004; Conger & Benjamin, 1999; 
Messmer, 2006; Galea, 2006; Dye, 2005; IOMA, 2004; Stoneman, 2004).  Succession 
allows a business to examine its beliefs and views, to make necessary corrections to its 
business plan, and to allow for others within the organization to realize their leadership 
potential.  Schools and many other public sector organizations, on the other hand, have 
viewed leadership succession as a drawback to strategic plans (Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006).  In many school executives’ and board members’ views, leadership succession is a 
necessary evil that should be addressed only when it arises.  Both businesses and schools 
understand that leadership succession will eventually happen.  Businesses, however, 
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often view this potentially chaotic time as a chance to grow and build.  They do not fear 
change, and educational organizations should not either, according to Fullan (2001). 
One way that businesses typically maintain this perspective regarding leadership 
succession is also the second point of comparison between schools and businesses.  
Typically speaking, education literature seems to view leadership succession from the 
perspective of the successor, while business focus on the predecessor’s role in the 
process.  Education researchers ask what successors can do to more fully promote a 
smooth transition into positions of leadership.  Many books are available with 
recommendations for what principals and superintendents can do during the first few 
days or months of their tenure to achieve success more fully (e.g. Brock & Grady, 2003; 
Robbins & Alvy, 2004; Demmon-Berger, 2003).  Until only recently was “succession 
management” referred to in the education literature as anything other than the stages that 
new principals could expect when starting their tenures (Weindling, 2000; Weindling & 
Earley, 1987; Jones & Webber, 2001; Wallin, 1999). 
Business literature, on the other hand, often asks what predecessors can do to 
promote their smooth transition out of leadership, thereby making the beginning of the 
tenure for the successor more successful. This business literature ranges from identifying 
a possible successor and training him or her (Messmer, 2006), through developing a 
“talent pool” of possible successors (Rothwell, 2006), to developing a business culture 
that allows leadership talent to develop by employing succession management strategies 
(Fulmer & Conger, 2004; Conger & Benjamin, 1999).  
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W. Norton Grubb, who coordinates a program to mentor aspiring principals at the 
University of California, Berkeley, is quoted by Guterman (2007) as saying, “Most 
[school] districts don’t have a policy on attracting and retaining principals.  They 
advertise and hope to get a hero.  They are not trying to generate a pipeline of people 
wanting to be principals.”  Barker (2006) concurs that despite the need for a focus on 
succession, it is generally neglected in education.  By way of comparison, the Hewett 
Associates, a consulting firm from Lincolnshire, Ill., synthesized the practices of the top 
20 business organizations from almost 1,000 analyzed. They found that leadership 
succession among these very successful businesses was a system-wide focus, with an 
almost “maniacal” focus on those with high potential for leadership  (IOMA, 2004).  In 
the education field, it appears the onus is generally on the successor to make a smooth 
transition.  In the business field, the predecessor is responsible to create an environment 
that promotes a smooth transition for the successor. 
The third noteworthy comparison between business literature and education 
literature is how they view the relationship between succession practices.  Businesses 
generally see the practice of identifying and supporting possible successors to be 
intricately involved with the process of sharing leadership responsibilities among various 
stakeholders.  Some schools participate in both practices, but often do not see them 
necessarily as related.  Other schools, but still the overwhelming minority (Elmore, 
2000), participate in district leadership succession practices at some level. 
Early in succession literature for businesses, the focus was on the idea of 
identifying an individual successor or a group of successors based on the characteristics 
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that person or these people currently possess.  This practice became known by a number 
of names, but will be discussed here as “succession planning.”  This practice is still 
generally accepted among business practitioners for smaller organizations (Messmer, 
2006; Galea, 2006; Dye, 2005; Stoneman, 2004). 
Currently, business literature has been advocating the creation of a culture of 
leaders so as to achieve smooth leadership succession.  This can be done primarily by 
identifying responsibilities that the leader can share with others in the organization to 
develop their own leadership skills (Fulmer & Conger, 2004; Conger & Benjamin, 1999; 
Hargreaves & Fink, 2006) so that ambitious future leaders can “have opportunities [to 
grow their leadership skills] and will be rewarded for hard work” (Stoneman, 2004).  As 
with succession planning, this process has many different names, but will be discussed 
here as “succession management.”  Succession management strategies include the 
strategies of succession planning, for there is still a need to identify specific potential 
leaders in an organization. 
Some innovative programs have been developed recently by school systems to 
identify and support aspiring principals (e.g. Wallin, 1999; Patterson & Patterson, 2004; 
Rubenstein, 2006; Saylor, 2007; Kolsky, 2007; Weaver, 2007; Kuner-Roth & Monteith, 
2007).  These will be discussed more fully later in this chapter, but include special 
assignments, study groups, and mentoring opportunities.  In many ways, these solutions 
are very similar to those presented in the early days of succession literature in businesses, 
when succession planning was presented as an answer to the emerging problem of 
leadership succession. 
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Seemingly separate from these practices, educational researchers have been 
promoting the use of “distributed leadership,” which appears to be very similar to some 
aspects of business literature’s succession management.  As discussed previously, the 
responsibilities of school principals are increasing in number and scope.  This challenge 
to a principal’s resources of time and attention has been discussed, with perhaps the most 
viable answer coming from the employment of these strategies.  This will be expounded 
upon in a later part of this chapter, but for now, a simplified definition will suffice: 
Distributed leadership is when those identified in leadership roles share their 
responsibilities in meaningful ways with other stakeholder leaders for the dual purpose of 
alleviating the effects of the reduction in resources and also building continuity of vision 
among stakeholders.  Spillane (2006) and Marzano and his colleagues (2005), among 
others, have discussed how distributed leadership can be used to achieve these means.  
Few, however, have directly discussed the role of distributed leadership as a means for 
succession management (Hargreaves, 2005; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). 
Businesses have made the connection between the practices of identifying and 
supporting possible successors (succession planning), and creating a culture where 
leadership development is valued and all workers can share in the leadership 
responsibilities (succession management).  Many businesses see these practices as both 
promoting leadership succession.  On the other hand, schools may participate in programs 
that identify and support aspiring principals, while quite separately participate in 
distributed leadership practices for the purpose of resource management and continuity of 
30 
 
vision.  Schools generally have yet to learn from businesses that the practices can both be 
utilized for the purpose of leadership succession (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). 
Both businesses and schools know and accept that leadership succession is a 
reality in their systems, but their view of this process is different.  By shifting the 
responsibility of leadership succession from the successor to the predecessor, and by 
incorporating the motivations of leadership succession into the practices of distributed 
leadership, schools can move from a focus on succession planning to a focus on 
succession management.  By doing so, schools may come to share the view of many 
businesses that leadership succession is an opportunity for an organization to grow 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). 
Benefits of Good Leadership Succession 
Principal succession, when planned appropriately, allows for benefits to be 
realized for many stakeholders in schools.  School boards and communities have the 
opportunity to either continue with the same focus set by the previous principal, or to 
plan for a new focus and direction when that is required.  If a current principal practices 
succession management strategies, he or she will likely realize benefits in the day-to-day 
operations of the school.  Finally, the successor principal will enter a school where vision 
is established and accepted by stakeholders, thereby making the succession smoother for 
all involved.  Unfortunately, poor planning often undermines successful leadership 
succession (Hargreaves, 2005). 
Successful leadership succession occurs when vision and focus are constantly 
discussed and developed by stakeholders (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  This discussion 
31 
 
and planning allows for two possible situations described by Hargreaves (2005)—
“planned continuity” and “planned discontinuity.” Planned continuity is the ideal 
circumstance that occurs when a school board and community are pleased with the vision 
and focus of a school.  At these times, a successor is selected who will continue the goals 
of the predecessor.  Planned discontinuity, on the other hand, occurs when these same 
stakeholders realize that a correction is needed to the vision and focus of a building. 
Planned discontinuity is “effective in shaking up schools,” writes Hargreaves 
(2005), “but not at making changes stick.”  In Hargreaves’ book with Fink (2006), a 
possible solution is offered to encourage the efficacy of these changes.  They recommend 
that the reason for the change must be diagnosed correctly, the new vision and focus 
formed collaboratively and correctly, and the new course followed until the new vision 
and focus become the norm (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  In Hargreaves’ earlier work 
(2005), he writes, “[Planned discontinuity] can yield rapid results, but leadership needs 
time to consolidate the new culture and heal the wounds that disruption inevitably 
creates.” 
Planned discontinuity, therefore, is a powerful and disruptive option that is open 
to school boards and communities when the need arises.  Employing this option, when 
needed, in a planned and deliberate fashion benefits this group by retaining ownership of 
the vision and focus, thereby selecting future leaders who possess the characteristics 
necessary to lead the organization where it needs to go (Radtke, 2001). 
As described previously, most succession literature in education focuses on the 
benefits to the successor principal.  If we consider distributed leadership in the realm of 
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succession strategies, and we consider what business literature claims about benefits that 
are often realized, it is apparent that another major recipient of benefits can be the 
predecessor principal.  
Leadership succession strategies encourage the development of a common culture 
(Hargreaves, 2005; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Fulmer & Conger, 2004).  This mainly 
occurs through conversation among stakeholders about the vision of the school.   This 
conversation ends in purpose and direction toward the “right work” (Marzano, et al, 
2005).  This process is also beneficial to a predecessor principal because it gives meaning 
to his or her tenure, and establishes benchmark points to show efficacy.  
This conversation needs to involve all stakeholders (Spillane, 2006), and be 
particularly involving of the community and professional staff (Kastle, 2007).  John 
Dewey wrote that schools should be organized so that “every teacher had some regular 
and representative way to register judgment upon matters of educational importance, with 
assurance that this judgment would somehow affect the school system” (1977). 
By involving stakeholders in the development of the vision and focus of the 
school, the principal has already achieved some degree of acceptance of that vision by 
those same stakeholders (Kastle, 2007).  This acceptance leads to a sense of caring about 
the organization, and ideas are more welcomed (Bernhut, 2000).  In such an organization, 
adults will more likely be willing to participate in activities that encourage that vision and 
focus (Burkett & Walter, 2002).  The effect of this process is that the principal can more 
likely rely on assistance from stakeholder groups toward the common goal.  The 
establishment of this process is crucial for leadership succession to succeed. 
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By planning one’s succession through the process of developing vision and focus, 
and keeping in mind long-term continuity of that vision and focus, a culture in which 
distributed leadership occurs is created (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Once a principal 
distributes leadership, he or she begins to develop future leaders (Fulmer & Conger, 
2004) who have “strong knowledge, skills and attitudes [and] who can be trained for 
future leadership vacancies” (Quinn, 2002).  These teacher-leaders can assist the 
principal with some leadership and management tasks (Marzano, et al, 2005).  A 
principal in such a setting “is one leader among many” (Burkett & Walter, 2002), and 
should utilize this expertise and willingness to move toward that established vision. 
Staff turnover is often a frustrating aspect of being a school principal, but 
succession management strategies may help alleviate this.  By establishing a vision and 
achieving acceptance of this vision, a school can remain full of purpose, thereby 
encouraging teachers to remain.  Another group who are likely to be retained by (or 
attracted to) a school where succession management is being employed are upwardly 
mobile teachers.  By providing a coordinated set of strategies to identify and develop 
future leaders, a district will “retain the services of upwardly mobile employees, make the 
district more attractive to prospective employees, … and promote challenging and 
rewarding career possibilities” (Quinn, 2002). 
The leadership succession strategies that result in the development of teacher 
leaders also improve the overall health of a school (Patterson & Patterson, 2004).  
Research shows that developing teacher leaders in schools that have a clear vision and 
focus results in higher efficacy of teachers, more engaged students, and perception of 
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efficacy and innovation (Leithwood, et al, 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Rowan, 
1990).  This improvement in health and efficacy of the school should assist the 
predecessor principal with leadership responsibilities. 
Predecessor principals, therefore, may receive benefit from leadership succession 
strategies that include aspects of succession management and succession planning.  
Succession management requires that a common vision and focus are developed in 
collaboration with all stakeholders, resulting in more overall acceptance.  Through the 
development of future leaders, a principal may also share leadership responsibilities, 
thereby also improving acceptance of the established vision.  This improvement in the 
health and efficacy of the school may result in lower staff turnover. 
The third individual who benefits from leadership succession strategies begun in 
the predecessor’s tenure is the successor principal.  Educational researchers are generally 
in agreement about the relationship between a predecessor’s tenure and the start of the 
successor’s.  Hargreaves (2005) writes, “Principals’ impact on their schools is often 
influenced greatly by their predecessors and successors.”  Hargreaves and Fink (2006) 
write, “Leaders are not islands in time.  By design or default, leadership stands on the 
shoulders of those who went before and lays the groundwork for those who will follow.”  
Weindling (2000), writing about the long-term effects of headteachers (principals in 
Great Britain), writes that headteachers  
…do not start their headship with a clean slate (as some seem to think).  The 
shadow of ‘headteachers past’ hangs over them for longer than they expect.  The 
previous head[teacher] had often retired, having been in the post for 15 to 20 
years.  They had ‘shaped the school in their image’; and while this might be 
visible in the form of structure, it was harder to see the school culture (p.7).   
 
35 
 
When a principal engages in succession management strategies that include 
distributed leadership, there is little opportunity to create a school ‘shaped to one’s 
image,’ as described by Weindling.  Successor principals, therefore, will naturally have a 
smoother transition because the expectation is not that the successor is “filling the shoes” 
left vacated, but simply “continuing the vision.”  Additionally, in a culture where 
leadership responsibilities are distributed already and where stakeholders feel empowered 
to own the vision, a clear direction is established and the means to get there is developed 
by the predecessor. 
There are three main stakeholders or groups, then, which benefit from leadership 
succession strategies that focus on succession management.  School boards and 
communities are empowered to maintain ownership of the vision developed in 
collaboration with other stakeholders, thereby employing the use of planned discontinuity 
when necessitated.  Predecessor principals benefit by having an environment that is more 
healthy and efficient, collaborating with teachers who have ownership of the vision and 
who are less likely to leave, and ensuring that the school has a common vision toward the 
“right work.”  Successor principals enjoy a smoother transition because of the clear 
vision and buy-in of stakeholders. 
Cautions and Considerations About Leadership Succession 
Leadership succession, regardless of the circumstances, is likely to evoke strong 
emotions by all parties involved.  The circumstances, of course, determine what 
particular emotions are felt.  Additionally, these emotions will likely be experienced with 
or without proper planning, but the literature suggests that that this planning may assist 
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everyone involved (Fauske & Ogawa, 1987; Ogawa, 1991).  Special consideration should 
be made to those in the school who remain during a succession event, particularly 
teachers who work closely with the principal who is leaving.  Finally, special attention 
should be given to the predecessor principal, who may have particular thoughts and 
feelings to be addressed. 
Researchers have been considering the effects of principal succession on involved 
parties for more than 20 years.  Hargreaves and Fink (2006) reference that the stages 
roughly match Kubler-Ross’s five stages of grief that one experiences after a death.  
These sequential stages are denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance 
(Kubler-Ross, 1970). These stages of grief after losses are not universally accepted, 
which questions the applicability of this particular model in such a disparate situation as a 
leadership succession.  
Fauske & Ogawa (1987) and Ogawa writing alone (1991) have more thoroughly 
researched the effects of principal succession on other stakeholders.  This research 
ascribes three responses to the stakeholders’ relationship with the predecessor principal, 
and three to the stakeholders’ relationship with the successor principal.  For example, 
their research finds that a typical teacher will begin with the emotion of fear.  In this 
stage, the homeostasis experienced by the teacher is lost due to the imminent change in 
something so important to one’s professional life.  After homeostasis is returned, the 
teacher feels a sense of detachment from the outgoing principal.  There may be less of a 
drive for investment in the relationship by the teacher.  The next response given is 
expectation of change, during which the teacher will become anxious about the 
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forthcoming change in leadership and the subsequent changes in operations (Fauske & 
Ogawa, 1987). 
Ogawa continued with typical responses to the successor (1991).  Once he or she 
arrives, there is an initial response of enchantment, during which the teacher will feel 
hopeful about the change in leadership.  During this stage, the teacher may overlook 
potential faults present in the successor principal.  As more of these faults are identified, 
the teacher will react with disenchantment.  At this point, the teacher may 
overcompensate for the period of enchantment by identifying faults that are relatively 
minor in nature.  Finally, homeostasis is once again returned when the teacher enters the 
accommodation phase (Ogawa, 1991). 
There may be a similar objection to Fauske’s and Ogawa’s work as there is to 
Kubler-Ross’s—that all people are different, and some may not experience all the steps in 
the model.  The particular value of these psychological models, however, is in 
acknowledging the presence of typical reactions in individuals.  Principal succession is an 
emotionally charged event for many people, and should be treated as such (Hargreaves & 
Fink, 2006). 
Successful processing of the event should include some general elements, 
according to Hargreaves and Fink (2006), and some will be presented here.  First, the exit 
of a present leader should be planned early on.  It should not be ignored nor planned 
without diligence.  Second, communication surrounding the departure of the exiting 
principal should be clear and straightforward, citing reasons for departure when possible.  
Third, an emotionally supportive succession process should allow for rituals and 
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ceremonies to honor the contributions of the predecessor principal and to welcome the 
successor principal.  Finally, this process should confront what Hargreaves and Fink call 
the “Messiah” myth and the “Rebecca” myth.  In the former, the successor principal is 
believed to be the Messiah who will save the day by righting all the problems in the 
school.  The latter refers to reminiscing of the predecessor principal as a “irreplaceable 
paragon of virtue” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  The writers caution that neither is true, 
nor promotes a healthy beginning of the successor’s tenure. 
While a single leadership succession event might result in stages of grief as 
described by Kubler-Ross or in the responses described by Ogawa and Fauske, and may 
be alleviated completely with an emotionally supportive process as described by 
Hargreaves and Fink, there are many testaments to the effects of repeated experiencing of 
succession events. Fink and Braymen (2006) write that cynicism is common in teachers 
who experience repeated leadership succession events.  When the roles and 
responsibilities change that frequently, they claim, the teachers embrace the continuity of 
the teaching staff, thereby becoming cynical about the role of the principal.  Hargreaves 
(2005) cautions us about the effects of this cynicism on sustainable improvement, and 
therefore recommends that principals remain in place for five years. 
Jones and Webber (2001) changed the focus of the stakeholder effects of 
leadership succession.  Prior to their research, most of the research in this area focused on 
the effects on teachers, and what can be done to support them during this period of 
transition.  Jones and Webber considered the effects on students, support staff, and 
parents.  Their research found that, like teachers, these other stakeholder groups were 
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affected by all leadership succession events.  It would logically follow, therefore, that 
there may be typical responses from each of these groups when exposed to repeated 
leadership succession events. 
The final consideration to be made for emotionally supporting leadership 
succession events is in relation to the predecessor principal.  With the changing nature of 
the principalship, some principals may be apprehensive about the changes that may occur 
with the successor principal.  This may be particularly strong with those who have been 
in their position for some time, and for those who work in a particularly innovative 
district.  Wallin (1999) writes, “[T]here is a problem with the word ‘succession’ in that it 
implies a refilling of existing jobs, growing or replacing people to do yesterday’s work” 
(p.21).  If the principal believes that his or her position is “yesterday’s work,” this may 
add a layer of emotionality to the departure.  “Few want to face the facts of succession 
that confronts their mortality by stepping aside for someone else” (Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006).  The process of succession may prove difficult for those who have been in 
positions of power.  Hargreaves & Fink (2006) recommend that counseling and coaching 
services should be available to predecessor principals. 
The most noteworthy caution present in the literature about leadership succession 
for principals, assuming the process is well planned, is that those involved should 
remember it is an emotional process.  Support and attention to the needs that are 
presented by teachers, parents, students, support staff, and the predecessor principal 
should be a main focus.  There is more opportunity for this planning if a succession 
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management model is employed, for the distribution of leadership responsibilities will 
hopefully alleviate many concerns about the transition.  
Distributed Leadership 
Explanation of Distributed Leadership 
 Distributed leadership has received considerable focus in the educational research 
and practical literature in the last few years.  Principals are being encouraged to 
participate in this particular set of practices for ideological and practical reasons 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Doing so requires a basic understanding of what distributed 
leadership is, what changes in thinking are required for leaders to embrace it, and 
encouragement to allow for it to organically happen. 
Distributed leadership is not a set of practices that can be clearly listed for leaders 
to carry out.  Spillane, a leader in the discussion about distributed leadership, writes, “A 
distributed perspective on leadership should first be just that—a perspective or lens for 
thinking about leadership before rushing to normative action.  In this view, distributed 
leadership is not a blueprint for doing school leadership more effectively.  It is a way to 
generate insights into how leadership can be practiced more or less effectively” (2006).  
At its core, then, distributed leadership is the framework that allows for the distribution of 
appropriate responsibilities to other leaders in the organization. Many responsibilities, 
whether planned or not, will naturally and unavoidably be distributed to others 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006), but the key to distributed leadership is to embrace the process 
as such and to guide its process.  An important facet of distributed leadership is that it is 
more than simply sharing leadership actions with others (Spillane, 2006).  It is the 
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purposeful spreading of leadership responsibilities and decisions themselves (Hargreaves 
& Fink, 2006). 
The first step to understanding distributed leadership is the redefinition of what 
leadership is.  Leadership is often defined by considering the roles school leaders 
possess—principal, superintendent, supervisor, or director.  Distributed leadership 
challenges us to consider equating leadership with leadership practice, rather than the role 
typically assigned to leaders (Spillane, 2006).  Elmore (2000) writes, “The purpose of 
leadership is the improvement of instructional practice and performance, regardless of 
role” (p.20).  Darling-Hammond and her colleagues (1995) continue this idea by 
challenging leaders to reconsider leadership as “embedded in tasks and roles that do not 
create artificial, imposed, formal hierarchies and positions.” 
Once we have changed the concept of leadership from the person in a leadership 
role to the occurrences of leadership practices separate from roles, we then must consider 
what expertise and competencies are present in the organization to meet those 
responsibilities.  Elmore (2000) writes, “The roles and activities of leadership flow from 
the expertise required for learning and improvement, not from the formal dictates of the 
institution” (p.21).  Earlier in his writing, he explains in greater detail: 
The basic idea of distributed leadership is not very complicated.  In any organized 
system, people typically specialize, or develop particular competencies, that are 
related to their predispositions, interests, aptitudes, prior knowledge, skills, and 
specialized roles.  Furthermore, in any organized system, competency varies 
considerably among people in similar roles; some principals and teachers, for 
example, are simply better at doing some things than others, either as a function 
of their personal preferences, their experience, or their knowledge.  Organizing 
these diverse competencies into a coherent whole requires understanding how 
individuals vary, how the particular knowledge of one person can be made to 
complement that of another, and how the competencies of some can be shared 
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with others.  In addition, organizing diverse competencies requires understanding 
when the knowledge and skill possessed by the people within the organization is 
not equal to the problem they are trying to solve, searching outside the 
organization for new knowledge and skill, and bringing it into the organization. 
(Elmore, 2000, p.14-15) 
 
The key point of Elmore’s writing as it pertains to the discussion of distributed 
leadership is that leadership does not require the principal to possess all of the 
competencies.  The principal must, however, have the ability to identify those within the 
organization who do have needed competencies, and develop those people into leaders.  
This process presupposes the leader’s having shifted the definition of leadership away 
from him or her and toward the leadership responsibilities to be completed (Elmore, 
2000). 
Once leadership is redefined from roles to practices, and competencies of 
organizational members are identified, the actual distribution of leadership should be 
encouraged to occur in both a “bottom-up” and “top-down” fashion.  Hargreaves and 
Fink (2006) explain that distributed leadership should be “shared responsibility that is 
taken as well as given” (p.95).  Spillane (2006) writes,  
Distribution of school leadership responsibilities across leaders does not arise 
solely through public decrees or private decisions of school administrators.  
Distributed leadership isn’t just delegated leadership.   Others, such as teachers 
and parents, take on leadership responsibility in schools on their own initiative.  
At one level, then, a distributed leadership perspective attempts to acknowledge 
and incorporate the work of all the individuals who have a hand in leadership 
practice. (emphasis added) 
 
Leadership practice, therefore, must be undertaken by members of the 
organization through both invitation by the role-defined leader and through their own 
initiative.  Simply delegating leadership to others is insufficient by itself.  It must be 
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paired with the actions of other stakeholders who rise to the presented need.  “Internal 
commitment cannot be activated from the top.  It must be nurtured up close in the 
dailiness of organizational behavior, and for that to happen there must be many leaders 
around us” (Fullan, 2001). 
The natural outcome of this change in mindset and subsequent practice, therefore, 
is a changing of the smallest unit of leadership.  Previously, the individual principal was 
the smallest unit.  When we consider distributed leadership, the school itself becomes the 
smallest unit.  Spillane and his colleagues (2001) explain, “A distributed perspective also 
suggests that leadership activity at the level of the school, rather than at the level of the 
individual leader, is the appropriate unit for studying leadership practice” (p. 27). 
Rationale for Distributed Leadership 
According to the literature, there are three main reasons why school leaders 
should employ distributed leadership.  First, distributed leadership allows the vision to 
belong to all stakeholders.  When that happens, attention is focused on accomplishment 
and the “right work” (Marzano, et al, 2005).  Second, day-to-day operations of the school 
are improved.  Momentum is gathered, results are sustained, and the responsibility of 
leading the building becomes manageable.  These two have historically been cited as 
reasons for distributed leadership, but in recent research a third reason presents itself—
the development of future leaders. 
When leadership responsibilities are distributed, the stakeholders own the vision 
of the school.  Community members, and in particular teachers, become empowered 
when they are entrusted with responsibilities of the school.  Radke (2001) writes,  
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Employees should be involved in defining the mission, values, and vision of the 
organization so that they will build psychological ownership.  Management needs 
to encourage employees to think like owners, and should assign responsibility to 
support innovation, learning and cultural renewal (p.10).   
 
Radke was writing about a business model, but the same statement may hold true for 
schools.  It may prove beneficial if teachers were encouraged to think as “owners,” so 
they will become involved in the vision.  Elmore (2000) continues this conversation by 
writing, “...[Distributed leadership practices are] unlikely to result in changes in teachers’ 
practice, skill, or knowledge in the absence of a clear organizational focus…” (p.16)  
This ownership of vision is fostered through a shift in focus to rationales of 
decisions.  Burkett and colleagues (2002) describe this shift as follows:  “Staff and 
community members in an inclusive school understand not only the ‘what’ of decisions, 
but also the ‘why.’” The importance is in not only knowing what principals do (or what 
they expect teachers and students to do), but why these things are to be done.  This 
discussion keeps the focus on daily interactions for meaning (Spillane, 2006). 
Once the stakeholders are empowered with the ownership of the vision through 
conversations about decisions, a move toward collaborative progress heading to the “right 
work” (Marzano, et al, 2005) can occur.  When juxtaposed to other styles of leadership, 
particularly transactional leadership with top-down directives given by managers, 
distributed leadership demonstrates its strength through community ownership of a 
vision. 
When leadership is distributed, the day-to-day operations of the school improve.  
As described previously, the responsibilities of principals are increasing in scope.  
Building teacher leaders through distributed leadership is one way to meet the demands.  
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“Principals who encourage and enlist teachers’ leadership leverage their own” (Barth, 
2000, p.1).  By distributing the responsibilities according to strengths of stakeholders and 
encouraging interaction, principals can also realize the advantage that synergy provides.  
Spillane and his colleagues (2001) write, “The collective properties of the group of 
leaders working together to enact a particular task… lead to the evolution of a leadership 
practice that is potentially more than the sum of each individual’s practice” (p.25). 
Distributed leadership practices are also shown to improve teachers’ perceptions 
of schools and the performance of students.  The role of principals is to “improve student 
learning by influencing the adults who affect that learning more directly.  And adults 
seem to achieve and improve more if they are involved in shaping the process and 
practices for which they are responsible” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p.101).  Other 
researchers (e.g. Elmore, 2000; Leithwood, et al, 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000) cite 
the benefit to teachers’ perceptions about the school, their satisfaction with their jobs, and 
their subsequent effectiveness.  Rowan (1990) made particular note of the satisfaction 
teachers experience by serving in extended roles that require knowledge acquisition and 
problem solving in groups. 
This teacher leadership has as its final goal the improvement of student results.  
Leithwood and Jantzi (2000) describe improved student engagement as a result of 
distributed leadership.  Crother and associates (2002) write, “Teacher leadership 
facilitates principled action to achieve whole-school success.  It applies the distinctive 
power of teaching to shape meaning for children, youth, and adults.  And it contributes to 
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long-term, enhanced quality of community life” (p.10).  Patterson and Patterson (2004) 
contribute,  
The school administrator who demonstrates trust and respect for teacher expertise 
will make strides in developing resilient teacher leaders.  In turn, resilient teacher 
leaders will use their expertise, credibility, and relationships to help the school 
achieve important goals, even in the face of adversity (p.78). 
 
The true leveraging of the power of distributed leadership for demonstrable 
improvement of schools is in how these improvements are sustained in the long term.  
Fullan (2005) challenges all “systems thinkers” to plan their courses so as to sustain the 
results that are realized.  History has many examples of leaders giving away their 
leadership for the purpose of achieving a sustaining vision.  Manthey (2004) describes, 
for example, how George Washington gave away his role of Commander-in-Chief in 
1783 for the purpose of sustaining the developing country.  The ultimate goal of any 
leader who has developed a vision, therefore, is to have it sustain past his or her tenure.  
Elmore (2000) describes this as follows: 
Organizations that improve do so because they create and nurture agreement on 
what is worth achieving, and they set in motion the internal processes by which 
people progressively learn how to do what they need to do in order to achieve 
what is worthwhile.  Importantly, such organizations select, reward and retain 
people based on their willingness to engage the purposes of the organization and 
to acquire the learning that is required to achieve those purposes. 
 
When teachers are enlisted and empowered to realize their own leadership 
potential in collaboration with each other, the result is truly amazing.  Synergy allows for 
great results, teachers are happier and more productive, students achieve more, and the 
results are sustained long beyond a leader’s tenure.  These day-to-day improvements in 
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the operations of the school are an important justification for distributed leadership 
practices. 
The use of distributed leadership practices for the purpose of leadership 
succession is slowly surfacing as a third justification.  As the landscape of school 
leadership changes as described previously, the need to develop future leaders is 
becoming more and more apparent.  Fewer teachers are entering studies for the 
principalship (Lovely, 2004), and many who finish decide not to enter the principalship.  
Orozco and Oliver (2001) cite as an example that only 38% of the 2,000-3,500 people 
licensed in California to be principals each year actually enter leadership positions in the 
state.  There are fewer available formal leaders currently, but distributed leadership offers 
a means to empower teachers to realize their leadership potential. 
One potential stressor for new principals is the mindset present in many 
communities of finding a “heroic leader.”  Bernhut (2000) interviewed Henry Mintzberg, 
a renowned management and systems specialist, who said,  
It’s not a question of riding in with a great new chief executive on a great white 
horse.  Because as soon as that person rides out, the whole thing collapses unless 
somebody can do it again.  So it’s a question of building strong institutions, not 
creating heroic leaders.   
 
This perception of the need for heroic leadership is often a stressor for new principals 
because they believe they are expected to possess the answers for whatever problems are 
present in the school.  When a community owns the vision through the employment of 
distributed leadership strategies, an incoming principal is able to rely on the established 
practices and vision.  Kastle (2007) writes that when a community owns the vision, it has 
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a greater chance of remaining “in effect long enough for it to be achieved, because the 
leadership comes from the community.” 
It is the responsibility of good leaders to leave leaders who can take the 
organization further (Fullan, et al, 2004).  Moller and Pankake (2006) write, “Principals 
of even high performing schools will leave one day.  All too many schools thereupon 
revert to low performing ways—unless a cadre of leaders from within the schools is 
prepared to take over.”  Mintzberg continues his challenge for organizations to avoid 
heroic leaders by contrasting them with “engaging” leaders.  “Such people believe that 
their purpose is to leave behind stronger organizations” (Mintzberg, 2004, p.1). 
The three justifications for leadership responsibilities being distributed to 
stakeholders based on their strengths is clear.  Distributed leadership allows leaders to 
achieve more because the vision is established, articulated, and accepted by stakeholders 
in the community.  This allows unity of purpose toward the “right work” of the school.  
Through this process, the day-to-day operations of the school are greatly improved, 
which develops future leaders to take the organization to realize its potential. 
Frameworks of Distributed Leadership 
 Distributed leadership, as described previously, is best described as a framework 
in which the principal is “one leader among many” (Burkett & Walter, 2002).  Teachers 
and other stakeholders are encouraged to both seek and accept leadership challenges that 
meet the needs of the organization.  Through this process, the vision of the organization 
is shared, the efficacy is improved, and new leaders are developed.  Three separate 
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frameworks for distributed leadership are noteworthy in their philosophical and practical 
approaches.   
 Donaldson’s Sociological Model 
 Donaldson (2006) directed his research specifically to how leadership can be 
cultivated in schools, and there is quite a bit of overlap between his research and those 
who focused theirs solely on distributed leadership.  His model is best described as a 
sociological one.  The most important thing that leaders do involves the relational nature 
of leadership—how leaders relate and interact with others.  Donaldson uses a metaphor of 
three streams:  (1) Open, trusting and affirming relationships, (2) Commitment to mutual 
purposes with moral benefit, and (3) Shared belief in action-in-common (Donaldson, 
2006). 
 Before any distributed leadership can occur, Donaldson recommends starting with 
developing open, trusting and affirming relationships.  While the development of quality 
relationships with others is not new in leadership research and studies, Donaldson 
recommends this as a starting point to developing new school leaders through distributed 
leadership practices.  He writes, “Space, time, schedules, and informal opportunities to 
affiliate have enormous impacts on the growth of the leadership relationship” 
(Donaldson, 2006, p.46). 
 Second, Donaldson recommends that commitment be developed toward mutual 
purposes with moral benefit (2006).  It is the role of the leader, Donaldson writes, to help 
foster the organization’s finding and maintaining a direction, or vision.  That vision, 
likewise, should be morally sound.  “Leadership enables the alignment of individuals’ 
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thoughts and values with one another around grand goals that, if met, will assure 
individual and organizational success” (Donaldson, 2006, p.48). 
 Finally, the members of the organization must believe that their common action is 
greater than the sum of their individual actions—described elsewhere as “synergy” (e.g. 
Covey, 1989).  This belief is what refreshes the organization to keep going toward that 
vision.  “Conviction in action-in-common and actual action-in-common reinforce one 
another, spiraling together to move the organization” (Donaldson, 2006, p.51). 
 The benefit of Donaldson’s framework is the reminder that the entire organization 
must be considered one leadership entity, moving toward a common goal.  When 
everyone in the organization has open and trusting relationships that facilitate movement 
toward a common goal that is morally based, the group will become energized by the 
interactions of their activities.  This sociological interaction, according to Donaldson, is 
the sort of culture where leaders are developed. 
 Continuum of Distributed Leadership 
 Having a sociological framework provides a lens through which we may consider 
what distributed leadership may look like.  Hargreaves and Fink (2006) provide a 
continuum of distributed leadership, with particular emphasis on six stages of this 
continuum.  These stages progress from autocracy, where the organization is best 
described as “leader-dominated,” to anarchy, where there is no central authority figure. 
 Autocracy is where many organizations find themselves before they embark on 
any sort of move toward distributed leadership.  In the case of a school, autocratic 
leadership has the principal being the center of any meaningful decision.  He or she may 
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have advisors on staff, but the central decision-making power lies solely in the principal.  
Hargreaves and Fink (2006) warn that these systems “…not only fail to engage the 
leadership ability of others, but also invite a backlash from emergent groups that need 
outlets for their leadership abilities” (p.114). 
 Two forms of delegation of responsibilities are next on Hargreaves and Fink’s 
continuum.  First is “traditional delegation,” in which specific tasks are delegated to 
specific people.  “Progressive delegation” is less formal in that the tasks may not be 
specifically delegated to an individual, and the delegation process is still held entirely 
within the framework of the leader.  We are cautioned against relying on delegation, 
though, for “distributed leadership means more than delegated leadership” (Hargreaves & 
Fink, 2006, p.116).  The true concern is what happens to delegated leadership when the 
leader leaves.  Delegated leadership does not build future leaders, nor does it allow for 
acceptance of the vision.  Hargreaves and Fink write, “[Delegated leadership practices] 
succeed only as long as the formal leaders are around to guide [the process,] and the 
teachers involved remain committed and supported” (2006, p.118). 
 Sharing leadership tasks is delegated leadership.  Sharing leadership 
responsibilities is distributed leadership.  In the former, those carrying out the tasks are 
not active participants in the process.  In the latter, they are.  There are three options for 
distributed leadership, and the first of these is “guided distribution.”  In this environment, 
leadership responsibilities are distributed through a process guided by the leader.  As with 
delegated leadership options described previously, this works until the leader is removed 
from the organization—it is not truly sustainable.  The distribution of responsibilities, 
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however, helps build “strong professional learning communities” (Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006, p.120) with relationships desired by Donaldson for his sociological model. 
 When the distribution of leadership changes from a “top-down” to a “bottom-up” 
approach, the organization moves toward “emergent distribution” (Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006).  In this phase, the members of the organization realize the need for specific 
leadership responsibilities to be addressed, and actively do so with or without the leader’s 
approval.  The leader is still considered the “leader of leaders,” though.  When an 
organization reaches this level of sophistication toward distributed leadership, there must 
be clear articulation and acceptance of the organization’s vision, otherwise movement of 
all members would not be unified, as Donaldson cautions (2006).  The major benefit for 
emergent distribution is that the process can continue after the leader leaves. 
 The third option for distributed leadership in the continuum presented by 
Hargreaves and Fink (2006) is “assertive distribution.”  In this phase, leadership 
responsibilities are emergently realized by the members of the organization, but the 
leader is perceived to be equal to other members of the organization.  While emergent 
distribution subscribes to the philosophy that the principal is the “leader of leaders,” 
assertive distribution accepts the principal as a “leader among leaders.”  Hargreaves and 
Fink describe assertive distribution as follows:  “[T]eachers in a school feel free to 
challenge the principal or superintendent and are actively empowered to do so, provided 
their assertive leadership strengthens and does not undermine the overall vision for 
sustainable learning and improvement” (2006, p.132). 
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 Organizations will often begin at one end of the continuum, typically autocracy, 
and move toward the other.  Organizations that move toward emergent distribution, and 
to a lesser extent assertive distribution, can be considered effective.  The breakdown of 
effectiveness happens when an organization enters anarchy, where there is no central 
authority figure.  The danger of this is that nobody can monitor where the organization is 
headed.  This is Hargreaves and Fink’s seventh option on the continuum, and on the other 
extreme of autocracy.  
 Responsibilities to be Distributed 
 Donaldson, therefore, shows us that the relationships between members of the 
organization are where the power of distributed leadership lies.  Members in such an 
organization are all focused on a single vision together, which builds efficacy beyond 
what individuals could do (Donaldson, 2006).  Hargreaves and Fink (2006) encourage 
organizations to move from autocracy, through delegation, to distribution of leadership 
responsibilities.  The remaining unanswered question is “how?”  Specifically, how can a 
leader distribute responsibilities to others?  What responsibilities can be distributed?  
How does a principal build the sort of culture where teachers see themselves as leaders, 
and look for responsibilities to be met? 
 Marzano and his colleagues (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of decades of 
literature about school leadership responsibilities.  Many pieces of research described 
“leadership styles,” but were excluded because this was considered too broad as 
compared to “responsibilities.”  Sixty-nine studies qualified.  Typically, one of these 
studies would include a questionnaire asking teachers about their perceptions of 
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leadership behavior of their principals.  These results were compiled and organized to 
create a list of leadership responsibilities, and correlated to the average achievement of 
students to show which had the greatest impact in this area (Marzano, et al, 2005). 
 The researchers compiled a list of 21 leadership responsibilities, defined as 
attending to general characteristics of behavior while also identifying with specific 
actions that affect student achievement (Marzano, et al, 2005).  Marzano and his 
colleagues do not consider these responsibilities to be new—in fact, they write, “To a 
great extent, our findings validate the opinions expressed by leadership theorists for 
decades” (Marano, et al, 2005). 
 When presenting the list of responsibilities, Marzano and his colleagues initially 
list them in alphabetical order.  All 21 are considered important procedures for effective 
principals, and it is noteworthy how their respective correlations to student achievement 
are all within a tight range (Marzano, et al, 2005).  Each is important.  The twenty-one 
responsibilities and their explanations are: 
1. Affirmation: recognizes and celebrates school accomplishments and 
acknowledges failures. 
2. Change Agent: is willing to challenge and actively challenges the status quo 
3. Contingent Rewards: recognizes and rewards individual accomplishments 
4. Communication: establishes strong lines of communication with and among 
teachers and students. 
5. Culture: fosters shared beliefs and a sense of community and cooperation. 
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6. Discipline: protects teachers from issues and influences that would detract 
from their teaching time or focus 
7. Flexibility: adapts his or her leadership behavior to the needs of the current 
situation and is comfortable with dissent 
8. Focus: establishes clear goals and keeps those goals in the forefront of the 
school’s attention 
9. Ideals/Beliefs: communicates and operates from strong ideals and beliefs 
about schooling. 
10. Input: involves teachers in the design and implementation of important 
decisions and policies 
11. Intellectual Stimulation: ensures faculty and staff are aware of the most 
current theories and practices and makes the discussion of these a regular 
aspect of the school’s culture. 
12. Involvement in Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment: is directly involved 
in the design and implementation of curriculum, instruction, and assessment 
practices. 
13. Knowledge of Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment:  Is knowledgeable 
about current curriculum, instruction and assessment practices. 
14. Monitoring/Evaluating: monitors the effectiveness of school practices and 
their impact on student learning 
15. Optimizer: inspires and leads new and challenging innovations 
16. Order: Establishes a set of standard operating procedures and routines 
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17. Outreach: Is an advocate and spokesperson for the school to all stakeholders. 
18. Relationships: demonstrates an awareness of the personal aspects of teachers 
and staff 
19. Resources: Provides teachers with material and professional development 
necessary for the successful execution of their jobs 
20. Situational Awareness: is aware of the details and undercurrents in the 
running of the school and uses this information to address current and 
potential problems. 
21. Visibility: Has quality contact and interactions with teachers and students. 
If these are the 21 responsibilities, the question remains what responsibilities, if 
any, can and should be distributed to other leaders in the building, and how.  Marzano 
and his associates (2005) continue their discussion by organizing their findings and 
conclusions “into a plan of action that will help any school leader articulate and realize a 
powerful vision for enhanced achievement of students” (Marzano, et al, 2005).  The first 
two steps of that plan are pertinent to our discussion, while the final three deal more 
specifically with sustaining change initiatives. 
Their first recommended step is to develop a strong volunteer leadership team.  
While others (e.g. Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Patterson, et al, 2002; Barth, 2000) 
recommend that this teacher leadership should ultimately be a “bottom-up” phenomenon, 
Marzano and his associates (2005) acknowledge that the leader must facilitate this 
process initially.  The authors’ reason for developing a leadership team is one of the 
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many presented here—the expansion and complexity of school leadership 
responsibilities.  
Our research and that of others validates the conclusion that leading a school 
requires a complex array of skills.  However, the validity of this conclusion 
creates a logical problem because it would be rare, indeed, to find a single 
individual who has the capacity or will to master such a complex array of skills… 
Fortunately, a solution exists if the focus of school leadership shifts from a single 
individual to a team of individuals [emphasis added] (Marzano, et al, 2005). 
 
The second step that Marzano and his colleagues recommend is to distribute some 
responsibilities throughout the team.  They recommend that the school principal take 
responsibility for nine of the 21 responsibilities:  optimizer, affirmation, ideals/beliefs, 
visibility, situational awareness, relationships, communication, culture, and input.  Others 
on the leadership team may assist with these, but they must fall under the purview of the 
principal as “leader of leaders” (Marzano, et al, 2005). 
The remaining 12 responsibilities, therefore, may be distributed to the team at 
large:  change agent; contingent rewards; discipline; flexibility; focus; intellectual 
stimulation; involvement in curriculum, instruction and assessment; knowledge of 
curriculum, instruction and assessment; monitoring/evaluating; order; outreach; and 
resources.  The team can and should take ownership of these, with the principal as a 
“leader among leaders” (Marzano, et al, 2005) 
 The leadership team should not consider the 12 responsibilities relegated to them 
to be less important to the life of the school.  Marzano and his colleagues (2005) are clear 
in that all 21 responsibilities are important to student achievement.  Additionally, they 
share a paradigm to think of these responsibilities, and we see that there is a clear need 
for the 12 that may be the responsibility of the leadership team. 
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 Marzano and his colleagues differentiate between “first-order change” and 
“second-order change.”  They write the following: 
First order change is incremental.  It fine-tunes the system through a series of 
small steps that do not depart radically from the past.  Second order change 
involves dramatic departures from the expected, both in defining a given problem 
and in finding a solution.  Deep change alters the system in fundamental ways, 
offering a dramatic shift in direction and requiring new ways of thinking and 
acting (Marzano, et al, 2005). 
 
They continue by challenging school principals serving today and tomorrow to 
consider whether the problems they are facing in their school communities are best 
answered with first order change or second order change.  To make the significant 
system-wide improvements, second order change is often needed. 
As described earlier, all 21 responsibilities are important to the life of the school 
and student achievement.  That is, all 21 are important for first order change.  A total of 
seven responsibilities are closely related to second order changes (Marzano, et al, 2005).  
In other words, seven responsibilities are particularly important if system-wide 
improvements are to be realized.  Five of those seven are in the 12 responsibilities 
distributed to the leadership team.  The other two are in the nine retained by the principal.  
This is represented graphically in the table below.  The responsibilities retained by the 
leader are in the first column, and those distributed to the leadership team are in the 
second.  Those crucial to second order change are marked with “(2nd).” 
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Table 1:  Responsibilities Retained or Distributed (Marzano, et al, 2005) 
Responsibilities Retained by the Leader Responsibilities Distributed to Leadership 
Team 
Optimizer: inspires and leads new and 
challenging innovations (2nd) 
Change Agent: is willing to challenge and 
actively challenges the status quo (2nd) 
Affirmation: recognizes and celebrates 
school accomplishments and acknowledges 
failures 
Contingent Rewards: recognizes and 
rewards individual accomplishments 
Ideals/Beliefs: communicates and operates 
from strong ideals and beliefs about 
schooling (2nd) 
Discipline: protects teachers from issues 
and influences that would detract from 
their teaching time or focus 
Visibility: Has quality contact and 
interactions with teachers and students 
Flexibility: adapts his or her leadership 
behavior to the needs of the current 
situation and is comfortable with dissent 
(2nd) 
Situational Awareness: is aware of the 
details and undercurrents in the running of 
the school and uses this information to 
address current and potential problems 
Focus: establishes clear goals and keeps 
those goals in the forefront of the school’s 
attention 
Relationships: demonstrates an awareness 
of the personal aspects of teachers and staff 
Intellectual Stimulation: ensures faculty 
and staff are aware of the most current 
theories and practices and makes the 
discussion of these a regular aspect of the 
school’s culture (2nd) 
Communication: establishes strong lines of 
communication with and among teachers 
and students 
Involvement in Curriculum, Instruction, 
and Assessment: is directly involved in the 
design and implementation of curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment practices 
Culture: fosters shared beliefs and a sense 
of community and cooperation 
Knowledge of Curriculum, Instruction and 
Assessment:  Is knowledgeable about 
current curriculum, instruction and 
assessment practices (2nd) 
Input: involves teachers in the design and 
implementation of important decisions and 
policies 
Monitoring/Evaluating: monitors the 
effectiveness of school practices and their 
impact on student learning (2nd) 
 Order: Establishes a set of standard 
operating procedures and routines 
 Outreach: Is an advocate and spokesperson 
for the school to all stakeholders 
 Resources: Provides teachers with material 
and professional development necessary 
for the successful execution of their jobs 
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 These three pieces of research—Donaldson’s sociological view, Hargreaves and 
Fink’s continuum of distributed leadership, and Marzano and his colleagues’ discussion 
of responsibilities to distribute assist us in adding specificity to our conversation.  
Donaldson (2006) recommends we consider leadership a societal (i.e. school wide) 
challenge that is best addressed through the building of relationships, developing a 
societal focus, and working in such a way that synergy occurs.  Hargreaves and Fink 
(2006) invite schools to move from autocracy, through delegated tasks, to distributed 
leadership, and describe what each step looks like.  Marzano and his colleagues (2006) 
describe what tasks should be delegated (with the responsibility retained by the 
principal), and what responsibilities should be distributed to the leadership team.  They 
also justify the need for the leadership team to work toward second order change 
initiatives that bring about meaningful improvements to the school.  By distributing the 
leadership responsibilities as described here, all three support that these improvements 
will be more sustainable beyond the tenure of the leader (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 
Donaldson, 2006; Marzano, et al, 2005). 
Role of the Leader in Distributed Leadership 
 If we misconstrue distributed leadership to be either the simple delegation of 
leadership tasks, or the promotion of a school characterized by anarchy, the role of the 
leader becomes very clear—retain all decision-making power and give specific tasks to 
subordinates, or do nothing, respectively (see Moller & Pankake, 2006, p.8).  The 
complexity of distributed leadership, however, requires us to ask what leaders are to do in 
systems that promote distributed leadership.  The research describes three main areas of 
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tasks for school principals to undertake:  Maintaining the vision, planning the process, 
and developing future leaders. 
 Fink and Brayman (2006) lament that principals often become managers of 
agendas given to them from central office administrators and school boards, rather than 
serving the vision of the school developed for the students.  In schools where distributed 
leadership practices are employed, principals must maintain the established vision, and be 
able to blend the vision of the community from below with the mandates from above. 
“They must be extremely knowledgeable about teaching and learning and be able to 
communicate a clear educational vision [emphasis added]” (Ferrandino, 2003, p.70).  
This need to maintain the established vision is echoed in Marzano and his colleagues’ 
work described previously.  The identified responsibilities of “ideals/beliefs” and 
“culture” show the need substantiated by the research. 
 Secondly, the role of the leader in distributed leadership systems is to actively 
plan the process.  “Principals can learn how to be intentional in their leadership in order 
to promote, build and sustain teacher leading and learning” (Moller & Pankake, 2006, 
p.6).  Marzano and his colleagues (2005) invite principals to maintain “situational 
awareness,” so as to better understand and actively plan for the dynamics of the 
organization.  This active planning is crucial to the success of a distributed leadership 
system, and is a role for the leader in such a system. 
This planning begins with developing active partnerships with teachers so they 
may assist with developing policies and priorities (Ferrandino, 2003).  Burkett and Walter 
(2002) invite us to change the responsibility of the principal from one who is expected to 
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have all the answers to one who listens to the ideas of others.  As described before, doing 
so requires us to “view leadership as more than just a few people in formal roles” (Moller 
& Pankake, 2006, p.6) so as to create a culture “where diverse perspectives are 
welcomed” (p.10).  Crowyher and his colleagues (2002) call this “parallel leadership.”  
Marzano and his colleagues (2005) ask that leaders maintain the responsibilities of 
“visibility” and “input,” both of which support the collaborative nature of teachers and 
principals.  For principals to be successful in distributed leadership systems, their plans 
must begin with developing and maintaining partnerships with teachers. 
 Leaders in distributed leadership systems should also actively plan the process of 
supporting relationships among teachers. Moller and Pankake (2006) write, “To build this 
level of professional learning [necessary for distributed leadership to succeed], principals 
shift from being in control to supporting the development of a community of learners” 
(p.12).  This promotion and facilitation of horizontal and vertical relationships (Fullan, 
2005) will improve communication among staff and address feelings of alienation or 
entitlement (Dye, 2005).  Marzano and his colleagues describe two responsibilities that 
coincide with this step of the active planning of distributed leadership:  “relationships” 
and “communication.” 
 Leaders need to actively plan for how to evaluate the progress of the system, and 
to maintain accountability and responsibility.  Elmore (2000) writes the following: 
Distributed leadership does not mean that no one is responsible for the overall 
performance of the organization.  It means, however, that the job of 
administrative leaders is primarily about enhancing the skills and knowledge of 
people in the organization, creating a common culture of expectations around the 
use of those skills and knowledge, holding the various pieces of the organization 
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together in a productive relationship with each other, and holding individuals 
accountable for their contributions to the collective result (p.15). 
 
There is inherent danger in a leader not evaluating the system and maintaining 
responsibility for the system.  Without the active guidance toward the goal and the push 
toward excellence, both of which are responsibilities of the leader, unacceptable results 
may occur.  Lipman-Blumen (2004) cautions that distributed leadership sometimes is bad 
leadership.  Hargreaves and Fink (2006) challenge us to keep knowledge in the system 
high.  “If teachers are not well qualified and their knowledge base is weak, for instance, 
distributed leadership produces only pooled ignorance and prejudice rather than shared 
knowledge and professionalism” (p.102). 
Paired closely with accountability is actively providing recognition for the results 
of the system.  Marzano and his colleagues (2005) describe this as “affirmation,” but 
clearly ask that leaders be ultimately responsible for this task.  Barth (2000) writes: 
Teachers will not for long go through the heroic efforts of leading schools, in 
addition to teaching classes, if the consequence of their work goes unnoticed, 
unrecognized, or unvalued by others… a title such as master teacher, additional 
compensation, reduced teaching load, responsibility for a budget, allocation of 
prime space, an appreciative note from a parent, acknowledgment by the principal 
in the school newsletter, writing for publication about the work of teacher 
leadership, or taking some responsibility for the profession beyond one’s 
school… Recognition costs little, sometimes nothing in dollars (p.5). 
 
The point here is that it is not wise for a leader to distribute the responsibility for 
teacher recognition to teacher leaders, because it is these same teachers who are being 
recognized.  Instead, it is clear that leaders should actively plan for this recognition to 
occur, without a leadership team to assist. 
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The final role of principals in distributed leadership systems is to develop future 
leaders.  Both Brown (2006) and Lovely (2004) cite this as a distinct and clear 
responsibility of present leaders to help develop the next generation of leaders.  Salerno 
and Kirkham (2007) offer the process of distributed leadership as the natural time when a 
principal may begin having these discussions with potential future administrators.  These 
conversations should be frank discussions about the role of the principal, the nature of the 
principalship, and the qualities that the present leader sees in the future leader (Salerno & 
Kirkham, 2007).  This conversation should be followed by many opportunities for 
modeling (Elmore, 2000), and potentially even options discussed later in this chapter.  
One noteworthy caution comes from Rothwell (2006).  Even though we may invite a 
potential future leader to participate in distributed leadership practices within the system, 
and he or she may have very strong leadership characteristics, it is entirely possible that 
there may be no interest to ever be promoted (Rothwell, 2006).  For this reason, leaders 
who are recruiting future leaders should be frank and open about their intent. 
It is a difficult balance for a leader in a distributed leadership system to provide 
guidance and support, but to not resort to delegation of tasks.  To accomplish this task, 
the leader must attend to the three roles described here.  First, he or she must maintain the 
vision of the organization, and also knowledge of the activities occurring in the 
organization to ensure they conform to that vision.  Second, the leader must develop an 
active plan that includes partnering in meaningful ways with teachers, facilitating 
relationships between teachers, keeping a strong accounting of progress, and providing 
adequate and meaningful recognition for participants.  Finally, leaders should meet their 
65 
 
responsibility of developing the leadership characteristics of teacher leaders in their 
buildings, so as to build the next generation of leaders. 
Succession Strategies Using Distributed Leadership 
Informal Options 
 Seventy-three percent of the school districts in the United States have no program 
in place to prepare or support aspiring principals (Lovely, 2004).  This statistic is 
particularly alarming when we consider the potential shortage of principals described 
previously.  The United Kingdom’s National College of School Leadership writes, 
“[D]istributed leadership is vital if schools are to be places where pools of leadership 
talent are created and from which tomorrow’s school leaders can be drawn” (NCSL, 
2007, p. 9).  Those strategies that have been employed often utilize distributed leadership 
strategies, and are fine examples of succession management. 
 Schools and districts have been encouraging teacher leadership for quite awhile, 
in both formal and informal capacities.  Harrison and Killion (2007) identify ten roles for 
teacher-leaders, including being curriculum specialists, mentors, learning facilitators for 
peer modeling, and data coaches.  Research into the most accomplished teachers in the 
United States shows that these teacher-leaders are seeking more leadership roles, but 
wish to have more guidance to do so (Dozier, 2007).  Danielson (2007) explains why 
many teachers are drawn to leadership.  She describes teaching as a “flat profession” 
where expectations are the same for first-year and twenty-year professionals.  Leadership 
from within the classroom (Reason and Reason, 2007, p.36) provides some the option of 
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leadership while still practicing their profession of teaching.  Johnson and Donaldson 
(2007) echo this rationale. 
Patterson and Patterson (2004) write: 
We define a teacher leader as a teacher who works with colleagues for the 
purpose of improving teaching and learning, whether in a formal or an informal 
capacity.  Formal teacher leaders are generally identified by the school principal.  
They serve as department heads, grade-level chairpersons, team leaders, mentors 
for new teachers, peer coaches, or members of curriculum development task 
forces.  Informal teacher leaders are those recognized by their colleagues because 
of their credibility, expertise, or relationship-building skills.  These teachers may 
offer support to beginning teachers, design and implement staff development 
activities, make recommendations regarding new teacher candidates, write grants 
to gain needed resources, or even act as technology experts within the school 
(p.74). 
 
The teacher leaders that are described here describe a system that has embraced 
distributed leadership, but this is not truly addressing the initial challenge of succession 
management.  In fact, teachers described in the roles above may be perfectly content with 
remaining in these teacher leader roles, and never advancing to the principalship.  While 
this helps the predecessor and successor principal in the ways already described, it does 
not fulfill the need to actually support or promote people entering the principalship. 
 It is the role of the principal in a distributed leadership system, therefore, to 
identify those teacher leaders who have aptitude and interest in becoming principals.  
This can be best accomplished by having frank and open conversations with potential 
leaders, and to encourage informal leadership experiences.  Through the process of 
leading other teacher leaders informally, the potential leader may decide to continue to 
more formal options. 
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 It is also the responsibility of principals to support teacher-leaders in their 
leadership, acknowledging that many may not have the formal training necessary to carry 
out leadership responsibilities.  Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) claim that some 
administrators assume that teacher leaders intuitively know how to work with colleagues, 
while this may not be true.  Lattimer (2007) recommends four ways that principals may 
support these teachers.  Principals may show respect for teacher knowledge.  Principals 
may support the emerging and present teacher community.  Principals may have realistic 
expectations based on a clear understanding of student needs.  Principals may provide 
opportunities for critical reflection (Lattimer, 2007).  Most importantly, principals listen 
to their teacher-leaders (Glover, 2007). 
 It is important during these times that the principal encourage the informal 
potential leader to make decisions, in an effort to provide challenging leadership 
experiences that will both test him or her, as well as provide a sense of accomplishment 
when the task is completed.  Heifetz and Linsky (2004) write, “Most people would rather 
have the person in authority take the work off their shoulders… but the real work of 
leadership usually involves giving the work back to the people who must adapt, and 
mobilizing them to do so.”  Through these successes, informal potential leaders may 
choose to pursue more formal options. 
Formal Options 
 Benchmarks 
 Within a succession management system that utilizes distributed leadership 
strategies to build a culture that promotes the development of future leaders, an early 
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formal step should be the development or adoption of future leadership competencies 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Many organizations interested in school leadership have 
already developed such benchmarks.  The Interstate School Leaders Licensure 
Consortium (ISLLC) standards were presented previously.  Other organizations (e.g. 
Institute for Educational Leadership, National Association of Elementary School 
Principals, National Association of Secondary School Principals, and The Southern 
Regional Education Board) have developed their own set of standards, but the ISLLC 
standards are quickly becoming the accepted set of standards, having been accepted by 35 
states (E-Lead, 2007). 
 It makes logical sense to begin with benchmarks of performance as the first step 
of formal options available to those interested in distributed leadership strategies for the 
purpose of leadership succession.  These standards serve the dual purpose of providing 
future leaders guidance during their discernment process, as well as allowing present 
leaders a clear rubric by which to evaluate the skills of the potential leader.  The National 
Association of Elementary School Principals has created a workshop for aspiring 
principals, which includes an introduction to its standards for the purpose of allowing 
these potential future leaders the opportunity to self-evaluate their skills.  At these 
workshops, small and large group discussions and activities help to continue to make 
clear the strengths and weaknesses of the participants to aide in their leadership 
discernment process (Weaver, 2007). 
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 Employee Development Plans 
 After a potential future leader has been exposed to leadership standards and has 
had the opportunity to rate himself or herself against these standards, a possible next step 
is to institute employee development plans.  Some districts have already begun this 
process (Lovely, 2004), one that businesses have already shown is valuable (Radtke, 
2001).  Employee development plans should not be solely used as succession 
management tools, for this articulation of professional goals is valuable for employees 
without leadership talent or ambition.  Used as a succession management tool, however, 
employee development plans show particular promise. 
 At its essence, an employee development plan is a written document that clearly 
enunciates the career goals of an employee and what is required to get him or her there.  
An employee development plan should be consistent with the vision of the school district, 
and should be openly and collaboratively developed between the employee and the 
supervisor (Radke, 2001).  An employee development plan should not be a contract 
between the employee and employer guaranteeing advancement within the organization, 
or an evaluation tool used for present performance rating or as an improvement plan 
(Radtke, 2001).  The purpose is simply to outline the goals of the employee and what 
steps are necessary to get there. 
 Employee development plans are helpful for both the future leader as well as the 
present leader.  This process can be the first step for the future leader to embrace the 
calling toward leadership.  It can allow the future leader the opportunity to set some goals 
and to see, in writing, what would be required to meet those goals.  For the present 
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leader, employee development plans show the level of sophistication and dedication that 
each future leader has.  For both the future and present leader, this process clearly 
describes the motivation and goals of both. 
 Internships/Mentorships 
 Employee development plans assist the present leader to see what professional 
experiences may be necessary for the employee to realize his or her goals.  These 
experiences will likely include networking and interacting with other future leaders, as 
well as observing a wide range of leadership situations.  Using distributed leadership 
activities discussed previously, some of these situations may present themselves.  
Otherwise, it is the responsibility of present leaders to allow future leaders the 
opportunity to gain these experiences.  The NCSL writes, 
Those [studying leadership] who have had a spell of running a school report that 
the experience does two things:  it shows them there are significant rewards that 
are under-reported by some serving school heads; and that having ‘had a go’ at 
leadership the great majority have learned they can do it and this markedly 
improves their self-confidence and increases the likelihood of applying for 
leadership positions  (p, 15). 
 
 Some districts are developing leadership study groups, in which future leaders 
have the opportunity to interact with each other, read and discuss leadership literature, 
and continue their own discernment process.  This pool of talent can then be accessed 
when leadership opportunities are anticipated (Hargreaves, 2005; Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006).  These groups meet periodically, and should be shown to meet the purposes set in 
the employee development plans of the individuals. 
 Once these individuals have created such a leadership study group, the current 
leader should look for internship and mentorship opportunities for participants as a final 
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step before entering formal studies.  In Fairfax County Public Schools in Virginia, a 
leadership program was developed that included general leadership studies for aspiring 
principals, while in San Jose, California, their program focuses more on the very specific 
tasks that principals undertake (Guterman, 2007).  Both are probably helpful to assist 
with this final stage of the discernment process, as well as continuing the distributed 
leadership opportunities present in the school. 
 At this point, a potential leader may consider entering formal leadership studies, 
but has done so with full knowledge of what the leadership arena entails.  Kuner-Roth 
and Monteith (2007) write the following: 
A common characteristic of most principal mentoring programs is that the 
mentoring begins when the newly-certified principal is hired.  In doing so, the 
authors believe we are missing an opportunity to assist the aspiring principal to 
make the transition from teacher to principal by waiting until the individual is on 
the job (p.9). 
 
Their main point, therefore, is that these internship and mentorship opportunities should 
begin before and early in the potential leader’s formal studies.  Wallin (1999) 
summarizes, “It would seem, then, that an apprentice program for new and/or potential 
administrators may be one way of promoting effective and efficient management 
succession” (p.20).  
 Formal Roles 
 “To capture the potential of these teachers, the profession needs to invent, expand, 
and honor other opportunities so there will be more choices than ‘either’ principal or 
teacher” (Barth, 2000, p.4).  It makes little sense to anyone to have someone study for the 
principalship and either not enter the ranks of leaders or leave after a few years, both of 
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which are phenomena discussed previously.  For that reason, internships and mentorships 
are crucial steps in the discernment process.  These may be supplemented by the 
assignment of a more formal role that allows potential leaders to truly participate in these 
activities. 
  Some schools may wish to invite specific teachers to become Teaching Assistant 
Principals (TAP) or Teachers on Special Assignment (TOSA) (Lovely, 2004).  These 
roles allow teachers to be relieved of some percentage of their teaching duties to assist 
more formally with leadership functions.  They may assist with coordination of specific 
building activities, or serve as teacher coaches in specific areas of expertise. 
 Other districts have converted assistant principal positions to deans of students.  
Dean positions “allow teachers to try the principalship without having to commit the time 
and energy necessary to get the [principal] certificate” (Saylor, 2007, p.32).  Deans work 
closely with the entire student body, and may oversee student services in a building.  
Other duties may include basic facilities management opportunities (Saylor, 2007), but 
the benefit for everyone is the opportunity for the future administrator to gain crucial 
leadership experience for discernment reasons. 
 Assistant principal positions are a final formalized role for future leaders, 
although many states require assistant principals to have a principal certificate already.  
The value of an assistant principalship, though, is in gaining necessary skills so 
individuals may ascend to particularly complicated principal assignments.  Some 
researchers (e.g. Whittle, 2007) believe that training assistant principals is a professional 
duty, and the responsibilities of the assistant principal should not solely be discipline, as 
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is often the case with many such positions.  Assistant principals may serve as formative 
evaluators of teachers, for example, while head principals may provide the annual 
summative evaluation (Spillane, et al, 2001). 
 Leadership Development Academies and Formal Studies 
 Once a future leader has been evaluated against established standards, developed 
an employee development plan, networked and interacted with other potential leaders, 
experienced a variety of leadership experiences through internships and mentorships, and 
potentially served in formal roles, he or she is very ready to enter formal studies for 
principal certification.  He or she has valuable experiences to draw upon, and more 
importantly, has a clear understanding of what leadership entails. 
 Hargreaves and Fink (2006) challenge school districts to form leadership 
development schools, and some larger districts have.  The purpose of these schools is to 
provide a focused line of studies that will prepare participants for leadership studies 
within the district.  Most provide an articulation agreement with a university so the 
participants may earn certification.  The particular benefit for everyone involved is that 
participants become very familiar with how that particular district views leadership 
(Burkett & Walter, 2002). 
 Boston’s public school system has created the Boston School Leadership Institute.  
This Institute identifies, recruits and trains potential leaders from within the teaching 
ranks.  After receiving their certification, the Institute continues to provide support for the 
first two years of participants’ principalships.  One organizer of the Institute describes it 
this way: 
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We grow our own [principals].  The competition in metropolitan areas is strong 
for principals, and there is often a challenge just to keep pace in terms of 
compensation.  After our full-year fellowship program, our principal fellows, in 
many instances, are ready to step into the principal role or an assistant principal 
post.  That is our major pipeline for helping develop the leaders of the future for 
Boston Public Schools (Rubenstein, 2006, p.55). 
 
Philadelphia Public Schools have created the Academy for Leadership in 
Philadelphia Schools (ALPS).  The mission is “to prepare aspiring and new principals 
with the skills to lead schools as professional communities focused on ensuring that all 
children achieve at high levels” (Kolsky, 2007, p.27).  The ALPS program includes forty 
days of seminars about best-practice and interactive learning, followed by a yearlong 
residency with leadership responsibilities and cumulative projects.  ALPS participants are 
expected to maintain journals and an employee development plan that demonstrates their 
personal and professional growth (Kolsky, 2007). 
For teachers of smaller districts, there may be no option to participate in a 
leadership development program that has an articulation agreement with a certification-
granting college or university.  These future leaders may need to enroll in a principal-
preparation program.  Brown (2006) challenges, “As principals, we have the 
responsibility to develop the next generation of leaders, but we also need universities to 
rethink their offerings and be more responsive in order to ensure that principals and other 
educational leaders can meet the high standards the nation has set” (p.525).  Brown’s 
recommendation is that these programs should reconsider their admission requirements 
so that “admission to these programs [would be] based on applicants’ past experiences 
that demonstrate proven leadership qualities” (Brown, 2006, p.525).  Examples of these 
experiences were described previously in this section. 
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Henry Mintzberg was asked to comment on principal-preparation programs, and 
his comments echo Brown’s.  Principal-preparation programs should be “…for people 
who are already in management practice, rather than people who want to get into that 
practice.  And then build your program around their experience, so that about half the 
class is devoted to the participants’ sharing their experience” (Murphy, 2006, p.527).  In a 
book he wrote, Mintzberg (2004) confronts present programs with this:   
Trying to teach management to someone who has never managed is like trying to 
teach psychology to someone who has never met another human being.  
Organizations are complex phenomena.  Managing them is a difficult, nuanced 
business, requiring all sorts of tacit understanding that can only be gained in 
context (p.9). 
 
The challenge for current leaders, therefore, is to create opportunities for future leaders to 
have meaningful leadership experiences before entering principalship studies.  
Conclusion 
Summary 
 This chapter addressed three main topics:  leadership succession, distributed 
leadership, and options for principals who want to use distributed leadership strategies for 
succession management.   
 Leadership succession management is the planned use of specific activities to 
promote the smooth transition from one leader to his or her successor.  This topic is 
timely because of the aging of the current principal corps (Quinn, 2002; Lovely, 2004, 
NCSL, 2007), the shortening of principal tenures (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2007; Guterman, 2007; Doud & Keller, 1998; Lovely, 2004), and shifts in 
responsibilities (Hargreaves, 2005; Elmore, 2000; Farrandino, 2003).  Business literature 
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has considered leadership succession for twenty years (Kersner & Sebora, 1994), but 
education literature has been discussing it for fewer.  Partially because of this maturation 
in the conversation, businesses see succession differently than schools.  Businesses 
typically see leadership succession as a defining moment of the business (Folmer & 
Conger, 2004; Conger & Benjamin, 1999; Messmer, 2006; Galea, 2006; Dye, 2005; 
IOMA, 2004; Stoneman, 2004), while schools typically see it is as a necessary evil 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Businesses focus on the predecessor, while schools focus on 
the successor (e.g. Brock & Grady, 2003; Robbins & Alvy, 2004; Demmon-Berger, 
2003).  Finally, businesses see leadership succession and the subsequent planning 
involved to be an opportunity to change the culture to one that embraces distributed 
leadership (Folmer & Conger, 2004; Conger & Benjamin, 1999), while schools do not 
connect the two practices (Barker, 2006; Guterman, 2007). 
 Leadership succession management makes sense for schools because it allows for 
the development and articulation of the vision (Bernhut, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 
Hargreaves, 2005; Radtke, 2001), it is a possible solution for reducing staff turnover 
(Burkett & Walter, 2002; Quinn, 2002), it improves the health and success of the school 
(Patterson & Patterson, 2004; Leithwood, et al, 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Rowan, 
1990), and it allows for smooth leadership transitions (Hargreaves, 2005; Hargreaves & 
Fink, 2006; Weindling, 2000).  These transitions themselves are times that should receive 
extra attention because of the effects on participants.  Teachers, students, support staff, 
and parents may all progress through a set of typical responses, which may become more 
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exacerbated by repeated successions (Fauske & Ogawa, 1987; Ogawa, 1991; Jones & 
Webber, 2001; Wallin, 1999; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). 
 Distributed leadership is a framework of activities that is designed to change the 
focus from roles to responsibilities (Spillane, 2006; Elmore, 2000; Darling-Hammond, et 
al, 1995), and to place the initiative of meeting these responsibilities on all members of 
the system (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Distributed leadership has the 
same goals as leadership succession management:  development of vision for all 
stakeholders (Radtke, 2001; Elmore, 2000; Burkett & Walter, 2002), improvement in 
day-to-day operations (Barth, 2000; Spillane, et al, 2001; Rowan, 1990; Leithwood & 
Jantzi, 2000), and the development of future leaders (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Moller & 
Pankake, 2006). 
 Three aspects of a distributed leadership framework were presented.  One 
discussed the role of relationship building on distributed leadership, and claimed that it is 
through the synergy produced in these relationships that the true gains are made 
(Donaldson, 2006).  Another provided a continuum of distributed leadership, with 
delegated tasks as one main option and distributed leadership as another (Hargreaves & 
Fink, 2006).  The third shared what responsibilities leaders in schools have, and which of 
these could be distributed and which should include tasks to be delegated (Marzano, et al, 
2005).  The difference between these two options is the difference between “one leader 
among many leaders” and “one leader of many leaders.”  The former is more of a 
distributed leadership paradigm, while the latter more clearly describes a delegation of 
some leadership tasks (Marzano, et al, 2005).  This second section concluded with a 
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discussion about the role of the leader in a distributed leadership system, which includes 
maintaining the vision (Ferrandino, 2003), planning the process (Moller & Pankake, 
2006; Elmore, 2000), and developing future leaders (Brown, 2006; Lovely, 2004; Salerno 
& Kirkham, 2007). 
 The final section discussed what succession strategies that used distributed 
leadership options were already in place in some districts.  School principals may 
consider these as starting points for their own succession management strategies using 
distributed leadership.  Principals may begin with informal options, including 
encouraging teacher leadership and individual decision making (Patterson & Patterson, 
2004).  Conversations between the principal and potential leaders may encourage some to 
proceed with formal options. 
 Along the list of options for formal strategies, principals should encourage 
potential leaders to evaluate their own abilities using a set of established and accepted 
standards (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Weaver, 2007).  This evaluation can lead to the 
collaborative creation of an employee development plan, which lists what goals an 
employee has, and what should happen to get there (Lovely, 2004; Radtke, 2001).  
Principals may consider creating leadership groups (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 
Hargreaves, 2005) and internships/mentorships that broaden the leadership experiences of 
potential leaders (Guterman, 2007; Kuner-Roth & Monteith, 2007; Wallin, 1999).  For 
those who are ready to encounter leadership experiences themselves, a principal may 
seek to create a formal role, such as a Dean of Students or Teacher on Special 
Assignment (Lovely, 2004; Saylor, 2007).  With those leadership experiences as a 
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starting point, potential leaders will, at this point, be much more ready to enter formal 
leadership studies either through a leadership academy or a university (Burkett & Walter, 
2002; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Rubenstein, 2006; Kolsky, 2007; Brown, 2006; Murphy, 
2006). 
Implications 
1. Education researchers and practitioners may consider embracing the need for 
leadership succession management studies, and may change their focus from what the 
successor principal can do to encourage a smooth transition to what the predecessor 
can do to create environment that supports leadership succession. 
2. Because of the cumulative effect of successive turnovers of principals on 
stakeholders, districts and individual principals may consider encouraging principals 
to stay in their positions for at least five years (Hargreaves, 2005; Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006).  This guideline could apply to successful principals, whose buildings need 
consistency for full realization of potential, as well as to seemingly unsuccessful 
principals, because improvement initiatives often take time and may require 
additional support. 
3.  Succession management and distributed leadership have many overlapping features.  
For principals who already embrace distributed leadership practices, adding the 
succession management components is a matter of encouraging and facilitating future 
leaders moving from “teacher” to “principal.”  This focus on succession management 
may be considered from the onset of the principal’s tenure, and may be flexible 
enough to allow for the development of leaders at many levels. 
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4. Principals who do not embrace distributed leadership might consider doing so, as 
there are many benefits.  The research by Donaldson, Hargreaves and Fink, and 
Marzano and his associates provides practical advice for fostering a distributed 
leadership system. 
5. The list of succession strategies presented in the third section of this chapter is not 
exhaustive or validated.  Continued research, such as this proposed research study, 
should likely occur so as to consider what exemplary principals do to promote 
leadership succession in their schools.  
6. The research compiled here and continued with other researchers on the topic of 
succession management may be placed into a framework and set of strategies for 
practicing principals to employ, so as to encourage its implementation.  
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 
Introduction 
The third chapter of this thesis describes the methodology for this research study.  
The chapter will begin with an explanation of possible approaches and strategies, with a 
rationale provided for the strategy selected.  Next, the chapter will discuss how 
participants will be selected for the research study, including an explanation of the 
National Distinguished Principal Award.  Following this, the chapter will discuss the 
proposed procedures that will happen during the course of the study, including how the 
data will be collected and analyzed.  The chapter will conclude with a discussion about 
validity, reliability, and ethical considerations to be made before undertaking this study.  
Overall Approach and Rationale 
Methodological Approaches 
 Research is important to any field of study, and education is no exception.  Just as 
there are innumerable fields of study to be researched, there are many approaches to be 
considered when designing a particular study.  The selection of the correct option is 
contingent upon many factors. 
 One’s research cannot be viewed in isolation.  It must be seen in the perspective 
of a continuum, connected to studies that supported it, as well as studies it will support.  
Booth and his colleagues (2003) describe it as follows:  “Reporting research connects us 
not just to those who will use it, but also to those whose research we used and, through 
them, to the research that our sources used” (p.285).  It is appropriate for us to consider, 
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therefore, the obligation we have to design our research in such a way that it will present 
accurate and meaningful conclusions for those who will build on it. 
 To accomplish this task of designing an appropriate research study, we must first 
consider the paradigms through which we view the world, assumptions we have about the 
specific content, and the nature of the research question itself (Maxwell, 2005; Wiersma, 
2000; Creswell, 2003).  The conceptual framework presented in chapter two, as well as 
the assumptions about that topic presented in chapter one of this thesis describe the nature 
of the problem of leadership succession for school principals, as I have come to 
understand it through a review of the literature.  The research question presented in 
chapter one was, “What, if any, are the practices that exemplary principals use to plan for 
a continuity of vision and culture beyond their tenures and within a complex school 
system?”  The four subordinate questions address building a consensus of vision, creating 
and sustaining a culture of learning, understanding the larger context of the school 
district, and building leadership capacity in the organization, all for the purpose of 
sustaining these practices during a leadership succession event. These questions promote 
a certain overall approach, which will be presented here. 
Qualitative vs. Quantitative 
 Research can be generally categorized into two broad types:  quantitative and 
qualitative.  This is, by no means, the only classification option for research, but it can be 
an appropriate starting point.  Each of these options has its applicability for particular 
research questions, and the purpose for each is considerably different. 
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 In its most basic sense, the difference between quantitative and qualitative 
research is clear—quantitative research refers to that which researchers can quantify 
using numbers, while qualitative research refers to that which researchers must describe 
with words.  While that over-simplification may be helpful for conceptualizing the 
differences, it misses the major component of focus, which is useful for our purposes.  
Wiersma (2000) described this difference in focus as follows: 
Qualitative research has its origins in descriptive analysis, and is essentially an 
inductive process, reasoning from the specific situation to a general conclusion.  
Quantitative research, on the other hand, is more closely associated with 
deduction, reasoning from general principles to specific situations (p.12) 
 
In other words, when a researcher wants to examine whether a theory accepted as true 
applies to a certain situation, he or she would utilize the deductive process inherent in 
quantitative research.  If a researcher attempts to make sense of specific situations by 
creating an overarching theme, he or she would be drawn to qualitative research options.  
 Because of the inductive nature of qualitative research, the scope of what can be 
included as research material is vastly increased.  The researcher embarking on a 
quantitative study knows exactly what he or she is to observe.  Qualitative studies try to 
answer why things are the way they are, and therefore anything can be important to the 
study.  Maxwell (2005) describes this challenge by writing,  
 [T]he ‘data’ in a qualitative study can include virtually anything that you see, 
hear, or that is otherwise communicated to you while conducting the study; there 
is no such thing as ‘inadmissible evidence” in trying to understand the issues or 
situations you are studying. (p.79) 
 
 The final noteworthy difference between quantitative and qualitative research 
studies is related to the components required when conducting the study.  Quantitative 
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studies require the researcher to prepare the study thoroughly before starting, and then to 
observe and measure the outcome.  Qualitative studies require interaction between the 
researcher and the subjects.  Maxwell (2005) describes what he perceives to be the four 
main components of a qualitative research study as follows: 
I see qualitative methods—what you will actually do in conducting a qualitative 
study—as having four main components:  (1) The research relationships that you 
establish with those you study, (2) Site and participant selection: what settings or 
individuals you select to observe or interview, and what other sources of 
information you decide to use, (3) Data collection: how you gather the 
information you will use, and (4) Data analysis: what you do with this information 
in order to make sense out of it. (p.82) 
 
 Therefore, there are important paradigm differences between qualitative and 
quantitative research design that are helpful to our conversation.  Qualitative research, 
that is, research best described in words rather than numbers, is an inductive process that 
is open to a wide variety of “data” to study, and requires the interaction of the researcher 
in the process of discovering the answer to the research question. 
Rationale for Qualitative Approach 
 These characteristics of qualitative research comprise the three main reasons why 
a qualitative approach was selected for this study.  After conducting the review of the 
literature, it became apparent that leadership succession is in its early stages of 
development and understanding.  There is no framework available for principals to adopt, 
and therefore no means for a researcher to measure its effectiveness.  It is more 
appropriate, at this point, for this study to help synthesize the strategies that exemplary 
principals employ so as to help develop that framework.  To accomplish this task, the 
research will require the qualities described by Creswell (2003):  “The qualitative 
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researcher uses complex reasoning that is multi-faceted, iterative, and simultaneous” 
(p.182). 
 A qualitative approach is required to answer this research question because of the 
openness of the topic.  While some researchers (e.g. Marzano, et al, 2005) have discussed 
what responsibilities can be distributed, and others (e.g. Saylor, 2007) have discussed a 
few options for leadership succession, it would be unwise to assume that these are the 
only options that exemplary principals have used to develop the qualities of succession 
management that businesses have realized.  Creswell (2003) describes qualitative 
research as “fundamentally interpretative” (p.182), and that is particularly imperative in 
this aspect of why a qualitative approach was selected. 
 Finally, qualitative research does not begin with an answer in mind, which is 
precisely the criteria required to answer this research question.  While we have a starting 
point from which to begin the conversation, by no means is there currently a solution 
compiled.  Doing so will require interaction between the researcher and the exemplary 
principals, and subsequent data gathering in situ.  Creswell (2003) writes “qualitative 
research uses multiple methods that are interactive and humanistic” (p.181) and “is 
emergent rather than tightly prefigured” (p.181).   
 Qualitative research has a very different approach than quantitative research.  
Maxwell (2005) summarizes these as follows:  “The strengths of qualitative research 
derive primarily from its inductive approach, its focus on specific situations or people, 
and its emphasis on words rather than numbers” (p.22).  It is exactly these strengths that 
make a qualitative approach the best means to answer the research question of this study. 
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Research Design 
Ex Post Facto Research 
 Having deduced that qualitative research is the most appropriate approach to take 
for this research, the next determination to be made is what specific research design to 
employ.  Maxwell (2005) warns that “there is no ‘cookbook’ for doing qualitative 
research.  The appropriate answer to almost any question about the use of qualitative 
methods is ‘it depends’” (p.79).  It is helpful to consider possible frameworks, however, 
as a starting point for developing this research design.  When doing so, ex post facto 
research design emerges as the most appropriate choice. 
 “Ex post facto means ‘from a thing done afterwards,’ and when ex post facto 
research is done, variables are studied in retrospect in search of possible relationships and 
effects” (Wiersma, 2000, p.158).  The purpose of this research study is exactly that— 
discover, after the fact, what exemplary principals have done during their tenures to plan 
for a continuity of vision and culture beyond their tenures and within a complex system.  
Through facilitation by the interviewer, the principals were invited to consider the 
relationship of their actions to the effects realized daily during their tenures, as well as 
during their succession. 
Use of Interview Sampling 
 There are generally two data gathering options that could be used to gather the 
information required to answer this research question—questionnaires and interviews.  
By no means are these the only two options for a qualitative researcher, but when 
conducting ex post facto research, these options meet the purpose with minimal intrusion 
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into the lives of the subjects.  I employed interviews for the reasons that Wiersma (2000) 
describes:   
 [T]he use of an interview has the following advantages over the use of a 
questionnaire:  (1) If the interview is granted, there is no problem with 
nonresponse, (2) The interview provides opportunity for in-depth probing, and 
elaboration and clarification of terms, if necessary, (3) Completion of the survey 
can be standardized, (4) There tends to be more success with obtaining responses 
to open-ended items, (5) It is easier to avoid the omission of items, (6) Interviews 
can be used with individuals from whom data cannot otherwise be obtained. 
(p.183-185) 
 
 Interviews are powerful mainly because of the interactive and generative nature 
they have.  Marshall and Rossman (1999) describe interviews as “conversations” in 
which the researcher presents some general topics “to help uncover the participant’s 
views, but otherwise respects how the participant frames and structures the responses” 
(p.108).  Given the nature of the research question, the interactive nature of interviews 
are required to generate appropriate answers. 
 One objective to the employment of interviews as a research strategy is that it 
provides rich and subjective answers to the questions.  Marshall and Rossman (1999) 
explain that the subjectivity of interviews is, at times, what is required.  They write, 
When the researcher is using in-depth interviews as the sole way of gathering 
data, she should have demonstrated through the conceptual framework that the 
purpose of the study is to uncover and describe the participants’ perspectives on 
events—that is, that the subjective view is what matters. (p.110). 
 
 Two options exist for conducting interviews—face-to-face or over the telephone.  
Each has its benefits and drawbacks.  Telephone interviews provide a less-expensive 
option to question subjects in a manner that is also less intrusive (Wiersma, 2000).  Their 
benefit, however, also leads to a related drawback—the lack of depth and subtlety 
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obtained in the interviews themselves.  An interviewer conducting a telephone interview 
does not have the option to react to non-verbal communication on the part of the subject, 
for example.  Likewise, there is considerable challenge to probe into subjects’ answers or 
to collaboratively examine supporting documentation when conducting telephone 
interviews.  Lastly, triangulation of the data by conducting follow-up interviews with 
others is difficult with telephone interviews.  For all of these reasons, face-to-face 
interviews are more time-consuming and labor-intensive on the part of the interviewer.  
Typically, when face-to-face interviews are selected as the method of gathering data in a 
study, the researcher only selects a few subjects. 
 Because of the richness of the data to be gathered, the need for supporting 
documentation, the ability to follow-up with subsequent interviews of teacher-leaders and 
other stakeholders in the school, and the relative newness of the conversation topic in the 
literature, this study utilized face-to-face interviews of four exemplary principals. 
Role of Researcher in Qualitative Studies 
 In any form of qualitative research, the researcher is viewed as the instrument 
conducting the research.  Maxwell (2005) writes that the researcher’s “eyes and ears are 
the tools [he or she uses] to make sense of what is going on” (p.79).  It is the role of the 
researcher, particularly when conducting interviews, to draw out the thoughts of the 
participants who may be reticent.  Marshall and Rossman (1999) write, “The most 
important aspect of the interviewer’s approach concerns conveying the attitude that the 
participant’s views are valuable and useful” (p.108). 
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 To accomplish this task, the interviewer conducting a qualitative research study 
must possess certain traits (Eisner, 1997).  First, he or she must have empathic skills 
and/or common experiences.  These skills allow the researcher to interact in a meaningful 
way when the interview itself is being conducted.  Having these traits allows a researcher 
to know when the interviewer and subject should together further explore a particular 
answer.  A second skill that is required when interviewing “elite” subjects (Marshall & 
Rossman, 1999) is to be engaging in the question design and selection of topic.  Because 
of their nature, elite subjects often wish to be engaged through meaningful discussion.  
Both of these reasons further support the selection of face-to-face interviews. 
 Finally, the researcher must understand his or her own views and biases about the 
subject, and account for these when acting as the instrument of research.  In quantitative 
research, the instruments collecting the data are standardized and with graduated 
measurements.  In qualitative research, the instrument employed—the researcher himself 
or herself—is neither standardized nor objective in observations.  It is precisely this 
subjectivity that allows for the richness of data in qualitative research.  Given this, 
Creswell (2003) still challenges us to be “sensitive to [our] personal biography and how it 
shapes the study” (p.182).  For this reason, I have included my assumptions in the first 
chapter of this thesis. 
 I conducted the interviews myself.  Having developed the conceptual framework 
about leadership succession discussed in this proposal, and having conducted this 
research about interviewing implications, I understood the challenge present in 
conducting interviews with elite subjects.  As a fellow school administrator who works 
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closely with many school principals on a daily basis, I had a frame of reference through 
which to relate to their experiences, and from which to judge when to invite them to 
elaborate on practices they have employed (Eisner, 1997).  Finally, the timeliness and 
nature of the topic appealed to the traits that make them elite subjects. 
Participant Selection 
Possible Sampling Solutions 
 This study was conducted to determine what, if any, are the practices that 
exemplary principals use to plan for a continuity of vision and culture beyond their 
tenures and within a complex system.  Exemplary principals were selected because of the 
assumption that they are more likely than their typical counterparts to be already 
participating in activities that promote that continuity of vision and culture.  Given the 
nature of the research question, there are limited choices available for participant 
selection. 
 Typically, participants are selected for a research study based on the 
representative nature of the group—it is beneficial when generalizing data to show that 
the group surveyed was comprised of a representative sample of the larger group.  
Another common selection strategy is to rely on availability or voluntary participation, 
while acknowledging the limitations that places on generalizing the results to the larger 
population. 
 Maxwell (2005) provides a third option by writing, “[I]n qualitative research, the 
typical way of selecting settings and individuals is neither probability sampling or 
convenience sampling.  It falls into a third category, which I will call purposeful 
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selection.” (p.88).  Wiersma (2000) describes the logic of “purposeful sampling” as “a 
sample of information-rich cases that [are] studied in depth” (p.285).  Creswell (2003) 
describes the purpose of qualitative research to be to “purposefully select participants… 
[who] will best help the researcher understand the problem and the research question” 
(p.185).  In other words, selecting participants who are not necessarily representative of 
the larger population should not be viewed as a detriment to the quality of the research 
study. 
 In the case of this research question, there is no way to answer the research 
question without selecting participants who are extraordinary.  Wiersma (2000) refers to 
this sampling system as “extreme case sampling,” referring to participants who have 
“special or unusual characteristics” (p.286).  In this case, the special characteristic is that 
the participants must be identified as exemplary school principals. 
NDP Award Recipients 
 The challenge, therefore, was to determine criteria that identify a principal 
practitioner as “exemplary.”  Fortunately, the United States Department of Education and 
the National Association of Elementary and Secondary School Principals (NAESSP) 
have developed the National Distinguished Principal (NDP) program (PAESSP, 2007).  
This award was established over 20 years ago, and consists of each state identifying one 
exemplary principal.  Peers nominate state award winners, and the final award winner 
from each state is selected by the state affiliate (PAESSP, 2007).  Winners at the state 
level must meet all of these criteria: 
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1. is an active principal of a school in which a commitment is clearly evident 
through programs designed to meet the academic and social needs of all students, 
and through firmly established community ties with parents and local business 
organizations;   
2. has been an active principal for at least five years;    
3. will be an active principal during the year in which he/she will receive the award;   
4. shows a strong commitment to the principalship through active membership in 
professional associations;   
5. is respected by students, colleagues, parents, and the community at large;   
6. assumes an active role in his/her community, distinguishing himself/herself as a 
leader in civic, religious, or humanitarian activities;   
7. shows strong educational leadership by setting high expectations for school staff 
and students;   
8. maintains an orderly, purposeful learning environment.  (PAESSP, 2007) 
The award has been given annually since 1984, resulting in 23 award recipients 
from the state of Pennsylvania.  In addition, PAESSP (the Pennsylvania affiliate of 
NAESSP) maintains records of the finalists since the inception of the award.  The 
participant sampling was from award winners and finalists from the last ten years. 
A few of the criteria for NDP winners particularly stand out as pertinent to this 
research study, and provides justification for its use.  The first and last criteria identify 
the winner of the award to be one who keeps the focus of the organization of the meeting 
the learning needs of the students.  Additionally, the first and fifth criteria also identify 
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the leader as one who acknowledges the importance of the stakeholders in sustaining the 
culture of the organization.  For these reasons, it is assumed that exemplary principals are 
more likely to participate in activities that support investigation into the research 
question. 
Number and Demographics 
 The challenge for any researcher is to design a research study that provides a large 
enough sample that meaningful data can be extrapolated, but not so large as to be 
redundant or unmanageable.  For qualitative research, it is the quality of the data that is 
important, and therefore qualitative research typically involves fewer participants with 
richer data sets. 
 For this research study, the number of participants selected was four.  This 
number allows for a variety of demographics of participants, for enough opportunity for 
observation of overlap of data gathered, and for manageability of data gathered.   
The ideal configuration of demographics of participants would show a variety 
based on years of experience, location in the state, gender, and socioeconomic status of 
the schools served.  The final four principals selected for this study reflected this variety 
well.  To limit variables present between elementary and secondary principals, only 
elementary principals will be examined for this study. 
Procedures 
Initial Procedures 
 In the first step of the procedure, the principal investigator of this study developed 
and sent a letter to the potential participants of the study, introducing the researcher and 
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his goal of conducting this study as partial fulfillment of obtaining his doctoral degree.  
This letter also included a brief overview of the purpose, design and significance of the 
study and a request for participation in the study.  This initial letter also included a form 
to collect pertinent demographic information about the participant and those who may be 
interviewed for the purpose of triangulation, which was returned via a self-addressed, 
stamped envelope, to the researcher.  This letter also included a letter that could be 
presented to stakeholders who may be interviewed on site.  See Appendix C for these 
initial letters and the demographic form.  These letters are in line with what Wiersma 
(2000) recommends: 
An advance letter informing the respondent about the study can be effective in 
obtaining cooperation.  The respondents should be informed about the purposes of 
the study and the importance of their contributions.  Respondents should not be 
threatened by the interview or the subsequent use of the data.  (p.187) 
 
 Next, the primary researcher placed a telephone call to each exemplary principal 
participant to request participation in the study, to answer questions about the study or 
their participation, and to arrange an appointment when the interview can occur.  
Marshall and Rossman (1999) recommend obtaining early cooperation because of the 
interactive nature of interviews. 
 The target participation for this study is four exemplary principals.  Because of 
the nature of qualitative research in general, and face-to-face interviews in particular, 
such a small number is typically selected.  Quantitative research requires more 
participants for generalizing the data.  Qualitative research accepts that its research may 
not be generalized, and is more interested in depth of knowledge.  As stated by Maxwell 
(2005),  
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Qualitative researchers typically study a relatively small number of individuals or 
situations, and preserve the individuality of each of these in their analyses, rather 
than collecting data from large samples and aggregating the data across 
individuals or situations (p.22) 
 
 As a next step, the primary researcher called each supplementary participant to 
make final arrangements for their interviews.  At this time, the researcher had the 
opportunity to briefly explain the study and answer any questions they may have about it. 
As a final initial step, the researcher sent a letter to each exemplary principal 
participant after this first telephone call.  The follow-up letter is in Appendix D.  This 
letter included information discussed in the telephone call, including the purpose of the 
study, the scope of the questions, and the date and time of the interview.  Included with 
this letter was a written consent to participate in the study, which was returned via self-
addressed, stamped envelope.  Please see Appendix D for the written consent.  This same 
consent was used for stakeholder participants, but was obtained the day of their 
interviews. 
Data Collection and Recording Procedures 
 Data Collection Procedures 
 The primary data collection method utilized was face-to-face interviews with elite 
participants.  Each interview was scheduled to occur in a daylong visit to the subjects’ 
schools.  The interview with the principal himself or herself occurred for approximately 
90 minutes.  Each principal was asked to assist in brokering the contacts for brief 
interviews to occur between the researcher and teacher-leaders, assistant principals, 
community members, and other stakeholders.  The researcher also sought and examined 
supplemental documentation that supports the principal’s answers (e.g. strategic plans, 
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succession plans, organizational flowcharts, mentoring plans, induction plans, individual 
professional development plans, and collaboratively-created curricula). 
 Prior to the interview, the researcher gathered demographic information and 
written permission for participation from each exemplary principal participant in the 
study.  Each participant was invited to ask questions about the purpose and scope of the 
study prior to the interview, and the researcher answered these questions.  
 During the interviews themselves, a tape recorder was used to capture the 
conversations.  In an attempt to stay within the allotted timeframe, the researcher used a 
set of open-ended questions, but remained flexible regarding clarifying or follow-up 
questions.  The researcher began with a few neutral questions that began the 
conversation, and eased any anxiety about the interviewer or the recording device. 
 During the interview, the researcher took brief notes.  The tape recorder collected 
verbatim record of the conversation, so the purpose of the interviewer’s notes was not 
this.  The purpose of the interviewer’s notes was to note repeated phrases or words, 
record ideas for clarifying or follow-up questions, or interesting reactions by the 
participants.  Interviewer’s notes in this setting are designed to assist the interviewer at 
the time of the interview to continue the conversation and decide when to follow up with 
a probe. 
 At the conclusion of the interview, the interviewer again invited the participant to 
ask questions about the study, and thanked the participant for his or her time.  The tape 
recording of the interview was transcribed shortly after each interview.  The interviewer 
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was cognizant of the imposition of the interview on the participant, and expressed 
appropriate gratitude (Maxwell, 2005). 
 The use of open-ended questions with the option to deviate to paths that are 
particularly interesting is something that is discussed in the literature about conducting 
qualitative interviews.  Maxwell (2005) describes that structured approaches are typically 
used when attempting to determine the “differences between things” (p.80), while 
unstructured approaches are helpful when focusing “on the particular phenomena being 
studied, which may differ and require individually tailored methods” (p.80).  He 
recommends that many times a researcher may need to employ pieces of both structured 
and unstructured.  He writes, “Thus, the decision you face is not primary whether or to 
what extent you prestructure your study, but in what ways you do this, and why” 
(Maxwell, 2005, p.81). 
 Marshall and Rossman (1999) discuss the particularities of interviewing elite 
subjects, which also support the use of open-ended questions with freedom to deviate to 
interesting paths.  They write, 
 [In elite interviews,] the interviewer may have to adapt the planned-for structure 
of the interview, based on the wishes and predilections of the person interviewed.  
Although this is true with all in-depth interviewing, elite individuals are typically 
quite savvy and may resent the restrictions of narrow or ill-prepared questions.  
They may want an active interplay with the interviewer… Elites respond well to 
inquiries about broad areas of content and to a high proportion of intelligent, 
provocative, open-ended questions that allow them the freedom to use their 
knowledge and imagination. (p.114) 
 
 Supplemental Interviews and Document Examination 
 After the interview with the exemplary principal, the researcher examined the 
strategic plan, the succession plan, and any other documents that the researcher believed 
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would provide documentation for what is shared.  Additionally, the researcher 
interviewed other stakeholders for their impressions about what the exemplary principal 
had done to plan for his or her own succession.  For each principal, one parent and two 
teachers were interviewed for triangulation purposes.  Having three additional sources for 
data strengthened the data set by validating what principals reported to the researcher. 
 To allow for these supplemental interviews for triangulation purposes, the 
researcher asked the exemplary principal for contact information for these people before 
the visitation day.  The researcher contacted each of these people via a letter distributed 
by the principal, and called each person to make final arrangements for the interview.  
These interviews were short, and were scheduled at a time that did not interfere with the 
proper conduct of the school.  It is acknowledged that the principal selecting those 
validating his or her data weakens the data set, but not knowing the questions beforehand 
mitigates that weakness somewhat. 
 Recording Procedures 
 Permission for recording was obtained through the permission forms described 
previously.  During the interviews, the conversation was recorded using two recording 
devices to ensure technological redundancy.  The tapes were coded to preserve the 
confidentiality of each participant.  Shortly after each interview, the conversation was 
transcribed for further analysis.  Based on the nature of the conversation, permanent 
products may have been requested by and provided to the researcher.  Such products 
were likewise be coded to ensure confidentiality of the participants.  Tapes, transcripts 
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and any permanent products were not destroyed until well after the conclusion of the 
study, so the researcher may have reviewed them for further analysis. 
Data Analysis and Interpretation Procedures 
 Wiersma (2000), Marshall and Rossman (1999) and Maxwell (2005) all describe 
qualitative data analysis as one of categorizing, ordering, synthesizing, and interpreting 
the volumes of data collected.  Marshall and Rossman (1999) provide six phases for 
analyzing qualitative data, and these will be used as the framework for this study.  These 
phases are:  “(a) organizing the data; (b) generating categories, themes, and patterns; (c) 
coding the data; (d) testing the emergent understanding; (e) searching for alternative 
explanations; and (f) writing the report” (p.152). 
 Maxwell (2005) provides a helpful warning to the qualitative researcher.  He 
recommends that the qualitative researcher should begin the data analysis procedure as 
soon as possible after gathering the data, so as to not have the data accumulate.  Due to 
the voluminous nature of qualitative data gathering, this coding should begin early, as is 
the plan for this researcher. 
 The interpretation procedures center around the coding of the data during the 
analysis.  Maxwell (2005) describes this “fracturing” of the data as follows: 
The main categorizing strategy in qualitative research is coding.  This is quite 
different from coding in quantitative research, which consists of applying a 
preestablished set of categories to the data according to explicit, unambiguous 
rules, with the primary goal being to generate frequency counts of the items in 
each category.  In qualitative research, the goal of coding is not to count things, 
but to ‘fracture’ the data and rearrange them into categories that facilitate 
comparison between things in the same category and that aid in the development 
of theoretical concepts. (p.96) 
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This coding occurred early and using the ideas presented in the conceptual framework 
from chapter two of this proposal. 
Validity and Reliability 
Creswell (1994) writes, “Qualitative researchers have no single stance on 
addressing traditional topics such as validity and reliability in qualitative studies.”  The 
fact that researchers have not agreed on a single stance does not remove the importance 
of validity and reliability from a qualitative researcher’s consideration.  Rather, 
qualitative researchers should give even more emphasis to these factors in research. 
Of particular emphasis and importance in this study is the concept of validity 
threat.  Maxwell (2005) describes it to be “a way you might be wrong.”  The two main 
validity threats are researcher bias and reactivity of the subjects because of being 
researched.  In general, and discussed in greater detail below, there are internal features 
of the research study described here that help account for the validity and reliability 
concerns. 
Validity 
 Wiersma (2000) defines two types of validity of research.  They are, “External 
Validity of Research:  The extent and appropriateness of the generalizibility of results” 
and “Internal Validity of Research:  The basic minimum control, measurement, analysis, 
and procedures necessary to make the results interpretable” (p.461).  Qualitative research 
has limited generalizibility as compared to quantitative research.  The strength of 
qualitative research, however, is its internal validity.   
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 Creswell (2003) describes eight possible strategies for ascertaining the validity of 
qualitative research.  Triangulation is one of these strategies, and is described as 
validating “different data sources of information by examining evidence from the sources 
and using it to build a coherent justification for themes” (p.196).  This study allows and 
calls for triangulation.  The researcher gathered supplemental data during the visitation 
by examining documents and interviewing stakeholders in the exemplary principals’ 
schools.  Sagor (2005) provides a framework, called the “Triangulation Matrix” by which 
researchers can organize their sources for triangulation.  The Triangulation Matrix for 
this study is in Appendix E. 
Reliability 
 Wiersma (2000) defines two types of reliability of research.  They are, “External 
Reliability of Research:  The extent to which research is replicable” and “Internal 
Reliability of Research:  The extent of consistency in the methods, conditions and results 
of research.” (p.460).  Just as with validity, reliability in qualitative research is less 
focused on replicating the results from one study to another, but with the consistency of 
the results obtained from one subject to another.  Both reliability and validity play a 
“minor role” in qualitative research (Creswell, 2003, p.195). 
 Wiersma (2000) advises qualitative researchers to keep a personal check on this 
issue.  He writes, 
There is no methodological technique that can ensure the accuracy of the data, but 
it may be possible to enhance truthful responses and to construct somewhat crude 
checks.  The interviewer must be careful not to imply that there are preferable 
responses, and controversial questions should be avoided until the proper 
background and rapport have been established. (p.188) 
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Reliability, using the context of qualitative research, was obtained by having one 
researcher conducting and interpreting all of the interviews, as well as the employment of 
the “triangulation” described previously. 
Ethical Considerations 
 The interviewer is the primary instrument employed in gathering data in 
qualitative research.  In addition, because of the small number of subjects in qualitative 
data, as well as the depth of the narrative obtained, the qualitative researcher has an acute 
responsibility to adhere to ethical considerations.  Maxwell (2005) writes, “[T]here may 
be evidence that you are ethically prohibited from citing in what you write, if it could 
violate confidentiality or privacy or be potentially damaging to particular individuals.” 
(p.79).  Creswell (2003) writes, “The researcher has an obligation to respect the rights, 
needs, values, and desires of the informant(s)” (p.201). 
 The researcher conducting this study employed a number of strategies to address 
the ethical considerations that must be made when conducting qualitative research.  First, 
this study was designed to eliminate as much risk as possible to the participants.  This 
occurred by disclosing the purpose of the study and assuring confidentiality.  
Additionally, participants were allowed to remove themselves from the study at any 
point.  Written permission to conduct the study was obtained from the Drexel University 
Institutional Review Board (IRB), as well as the individual participants.  
 Second, all raw data gathered (information sheets, recordings of interview, 
transcripts, and interviewer notes) was coded to ensure confidentiality of the participants.  
The identifying information was separated from the demographic information upon 
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receipt by the researcher, and is kept separate.  The participants are never identified by 
name in the study, and pseudonyms are constructed in such a way that the true identify 
cannot be determined.  Confidentiality is also received due to the number of finalists and 
award winners of PAESSP’s NDP Award from the past ten years. 
 Third, as described before, the researcher employed triangulation during each 
visitation to ensure that the content of the interview was accurately gathered.  This 
accuracy created a more comfortable environment for the participants, as they understood 
that their recollections would be validated by others. 
 Finally, the researcher had no professional contact with any of the subjects.  That 
is, no subjects used in this study have worked with the researcher.  This final check will 
ensure that no professional relationship, either past or present, influenced the 
participation or responses of the exemplary principals used as participants in this study. 
Conclusion 
 This chapter presented the methodology of the proposed research study.  It began 
with a discussion about the importance of selecting an appropriate approach, and the 
differences between qualitative and quantitative research.  Quantitative research typically 
uses a deductive process (applying a rule to new situations), while qualitative research 
typically requires an inductive process (discovery of a rule from exemplars).  The nature 
of this study called for a qualitative approach, and the rationale for this decision was also 
provided. 
 Within qualitative research, there are many options available.  From these options, 
the researcher argued that an ex post facto (i.e. “after the fact”) research design that calls 
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upon interviewing of elite subjects was the most appropriate for this study.  Within this 
research design, the role of the researcher was also discussed.  In qualitative studies, the 
researcher is the instrument used to gather the data needed for the research study. 
 Next, the chapter discussed possible sampling solutions for participant selection, 
and the qualities desired in the participants.  Pennsylvania Association of Elementary and 
Secondary School Principals’ National Distinguished Principal Award describes the 
qualities desired, and there is a substantial link between this award and the ISLLC 
Standards.  The winners and the finalists from the last ten years of this award were used 
as a sampling population.  Four award winners from the population were invited to 
participate. 
 Procedural considerations were presented next in the chapter.  First, there were a 
number of anticipatory activities that occurred before the actual interviews.  The principal 
investigator sent an introductory letter and demographic sheet that was returned to the 
researcher.  Next, the researcher called each participant to answer questions about the 
study and to coordinate an interview date and time.  Finally, the researcher sent a follow-
up letter that presented the date and time, and a form that obtained permission to 
participate. 
 Each interview was scheduled for 90 minutes during a daylong visitation.  Each 
participant was asked a number of open-ended questions with appropriate follow-up and 
clarification questions.  A tape recorder, with redundant back-up, recorded the 
conversation, which was transcribed shortly thereafter.  A coding system was developed 
based on the information gathered, and that was used to analyze the information. 
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 For the remainder of each visitation, the interviewer triangulated the data gathered 
during the interview with the exemplary principal.  This triangulation occurred through 
examination of supporting documents and the conducting of interviews with other 
stakeholders. 
 The next section discussed the constructs of the study that encouraged validity, 
reliability and ethical considerations.  Triangulation was utilized to improve all three of 
these.  Triangulation is simply validating data gathered in an interview by examining 
supporting documentation and conducting interviews of others.  Doing so more fully 
guarantees that the information gathered is accurate. 
 The purpose of this proposed study was to answer the research question presented 
in the first chapter: What, if any, are the practices that exemplary principals use to plan 
for a continuity of vision and culture beyond their tenures and within a complex school 
system?  By interviewing exemplary principals about the topics presented and discussed 
in depth in chapter two of this thesis, and doing so in a manner described in the research 
design described in this chapter, an appropriate answer to the research question was 
obtained. 
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Chapter 4: Research Results 
Introduction 
The fourth chapter of this thesis will examine the results obtained during the research 
phase of the research study described in chapter three.  It will be centered on each of the 
four main topics presented in the research questions of chapter one.  The main research 
question is “What, if any, are the practices that exemplary principals use to plan for a 
continuity of culture and vision beyond their tenures and within a complex school 
system?”  Four subordinate questions are:   
• How does an exemplary principal facilitate the development, articulation, 
implementation and stewardship of a vision of learning, while building consensus 
so that the vision of learning continues beyond the principal’s tenure? 
• In what ways does an exemplary principal advocate, nurture, and sustain a school 
culture conducive to student learning in such a way that the culture will continue 
beyond the principal’s tenure?  
•  What impact does the vision and culture of the larger school system (i.e. school 
district) have on the exemplary principal’s proper stewardship of developing the 
vision and culture of the school? 
• In what ways does an exemplary principal build leadership capacity among his or 
her teachers, so that the practices that are begun during his or her tenure are 
continued during succession events? 
For this study, four exemplary principals and their stakeholders were interviewed.  
For each principal, the stakeholders interviewed were two teachers and one parent.  
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Patterns emerged from the data gathered, and these patterns are presented here.  When 
necessary to supplement or strengthen a point, specific anecdotes or quotes will be used.  
In these cases, participants will be referred by pseudonyms for the purpose of providing 
anonymity.  While identifying details of the schools and principals will be changed, as 
detailed in chapter three, important frame-setting details have been included below.  
These are provided to give a flavor of the environments in which these exemplary 
principals made their decisions. 
In addition to the interviews, source documents were also to be examined, if 
necessary.  For each school and district, the vision and mission statements were examined 
and compared to the articulated vision of the principal and stakeholders.  Any 
discrepancies were noted in this chapter. 
The first part of this chapter, “The Principals and their Responses” will examine 
the answers of each principal in the four areas of inquiry, after a short description of the 
demographics of that principal’s school.  After this, the second half of this chapter will 
examine the same information, but will consider what each principal and his or her 
stakeholders said about each of the topics of inquiry.  When considering the data in this 
manner, a framework emerges. 
The Principals and Their Responses 
 For this study, the researchers interviewed four principals and their representative 
stakeholders.  This table provides a visual demographic comparison of the principals and 
their schools: 
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Table 2:  Comparison of Principal Participants 
Principal Mr. Sharpe Ms. Thompson Mr. Benneton Ms. Reed 
Years as 
Principal 
Over thirty 
years (retired) 
Between five and 
ten years 
Between ten and 
fifteen years 
Between five and 
ten years 
Type of 
District 
Suburban Working town 
outside large city 
Large urban 
center 
Suburban 
Level of 
School 
Kindergarten 
through fifth 
Kindergarten 
through fifth 
Kindergarten 
through fifth 
Kindarten 
through sixth 
Size of 
School 
Between 250 
and 400 
students 
Between 550 and 
700 students 
Between 250 and 
400 students 
Between 550 and 
700 students 
Unique 
Qualities 
College is 
nearby 
Ethnically and 
socioeconomically 
diverse 
Magnet school, 
therefore 
competitive 
Entered 
administration 
late in career; 
Influential 
parents in school 
Length of 
Interview 
90 minutes 
approximately 
90 minutes 
approximately 
120 minutes 
approximately 
90 minutes 
approximately 
 
 
Mr. Sharpe 
Demographics 
The first principal interviewed was Mr. Sharpe, a retired principal from a 
suburban school district that has a college situated nearby.  He was a principal for over 
thirty years, and his kindergarten-through-fifth-grade school’s enrollment is between 250 
and 400 students. 
Vision 
Mr. Sharpe had the unique experience of leading one school for over thirty years.  
During that time, he saw his initial vision of learning for the school change to include 
many of the novel ideas of the times.  Early on, his school focused on non-graded 
education, with inter-age teaming.  Later, his school focused heavily on thematic 
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instructional units.  One thing that remained constant was his focus on active engagement 
of all students.  Regarding active learning he said,  
We believe that effective instruction, when you are in a classroom, is when kids 
have learned to be responsible, and not to work totally independently, but they 
don’t need external structures of sitting in a desk, or being told when to go where.  
You know, that is active learning on the part of kids. 
 
As pressures mounted for reading and math scores improving because of the No Child 
Left Behind legislation, Mr. Sharpe felt fortunate to always have a focus on other areas of 
curriculum through the use of thematic units.  He said, “[We have built continuous 
improvement] always with the mind of not perpetuating a mindless kind of ‘all we do is 
reading half a day and math the other half a day.” 
Mr. Sharpe identified a few key ways he built consensus of the vision of learning.  
He asked key teachers to work as team leaders, and mostly this came out of an embracing 
of the vision.   He said, “The notion of integrated thematic teaching caught a lot of 
peoples’ fancies because you had a defined curriculum, but it was process-oriented.  
Individual kids’ needs could be met.” A few teachers were reluctant to make the changes, 
embrace the vision, and make it their own.  He used transfers, resignations, and 
retirements to build the personnel staff he needed to make the vision a reality.   
We had the commitment of [teachers] involved.  In the early years, we had a few 
who weren’t too committed.  They got out real quick because the water was 
rising.  Again, there was this movement on the part of the faculty.  My role was to 
believe in what we did, to facilitate it. 
 
This practice, along with the incorporation of discussions about vision during interviews 
to hire new teachers, proved to be very successful in this endeavor for Mr. Sharpe.  He 
described the interview process as follows:  “So, we put this together after these key 
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meetings.  When somebody interviewed, we could say, ‘This is what we are trying to 
do.’” 
In general, Mr. Sharpe preferred to “build from within” rather than replace 
faculty.  Consequently, Mr. Sharpe found that hosting staff development sessions was 
effective in developing a consensus for the vision of learning.  He ensured that the staff 
development opportunities were specific to pedagogy strategies, and he often employed 
consultants to help with the instruction.  He recalled “Early on, I worked with some key 
teachers, some consultants who were in the curriculum area of the district… and I 
brought to it a belief in a non-graded approach.”  He also described staff meetings as 
follows: 
We did a lot of our staff development right through planning the next week’s 
activities.  We might do twenty minutes or a half-hour on a strategy that people 
were going to implement.  Then the consultant would follow up with them in their 
classroom, or they could share with someone else. 
 
He believed the key was to show that the strategies would work, and he did that by 
building teacher leaders who tried the strategies.  They shared their successes and failures 
with the entire group.  He said,  
We would have people share their successes.  Some people would say, ‘You 
know, this just didn’t work out at all.’  Others would say, ‘Have you tried…’  It 
was a team.  That was the genesis for when the [professional learning 
communities] came along. 
 
Mr. Sharpe identified four keys to his success with establishing and building 
consensus for a vision.  First, regarding teacher evaluations, he had teachers 
collaboratively set their goals in growth areas.  This promoted continuous improvement, 
for as he said,  
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Our teacher evaluation plan for thirty years has been a collaborative one.  It is 
where we have goal setting—you sit down with a teacher about what are their 
aspirations and what are their hopes.  Conversely, from the supervisor’s 
perspective, what are some growth areas, and what are some strengths for you?  In 
working out a plan, it is in the context of promoting continuous improvement.  
We used to say, ‘there’s no such thing as standing still.’ 
 
Second, he practiced leadership that is collaborative, but still directive.  He set the tone, 
and his faculty knew what was important to him.  He described it as, “Most people are 
looking for some leadership and some direction that is collaborative and appreciates what 
they do, yet helps them see maybe a better way to do it.”  Third, he set high expectations 
for students, and provided high levels of support for everyone.  The school’s tolerance for 
ambiguity ensured that people were flexible and supported.  He asked, “How do you get 
high achievement?  I go back again to very simple—high expectations with high levels of 
support is a winning combination.  Low expectations with high degree of support is 
typically a disaster.”  Finally, he believed in being predictable when it came to his 
leadership style.  His people knew what he valued, and through this predictability, he had 
buy-in.  In his words, 
My style was very predictable.  The thing that people used to say to me was what 
[they] appreciated working with me is that I communicated very clearly, I had 
high expectations, and I was really predictable, in the sense that they knew what I 
would expect. 
 
Mr. Sharpe identified a few practices that assisted him more fully ensure that the 
established vision progressed.  He hosted ongoing meetings and discussions with 
stakeholder groups, so that everyone understood all that the vision entailed.  He described 
it as follows: 
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The principal who has good leadership sets up the plan.  There is that sense of 
someone creating a vision and seeing it through, and then the challenge is to get 
people to buy into it.  That comes from participation and from respect. 
 
The school and stakeholders published their results and thoughts to the general public, 
including the school district personnel.  They shared their successes and collaborated.  He 
challenged his teachers to collaborate, and said,  
Part of working in this program was that you had to not only be a good teacher, 
but you had to be a good collaborator with your colleagues, and learn to give and 
take. 
 
They increased accountability by embracing “open enrollment,” in which parents could 
send their child to any elementary school of their choosing, within certain parameters.  
Mr. Sharpe also set clear expectations for a culture of success and of learning. 
Mr. Sharpe was asked to identify challenges he would foresee his successor 
facing.  He identified that a successor in this environment may be challenged with 
understanding what his or her role is, perhaps resorting to a counselor role rather than a 
principal role.  He challenged his successor to successfully differentiate between those 
roles.   
As a leader, you don’t have the luxury of getting that involved in detail.  You 
have to get other people to do that… the counselor, the teacher… you are part of a 
team, but leadership is making it possible for other people to do that role. 
 
He also identified the need for a continued open discussion of ideas as a possible area 
where a successor may have difficulty with continuing the established vision. 
Culture 
Mr. Sharpe was asked in what ways he promoted the success of all students by 
advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture conducive to student learning and 
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professional growth.  His first answer, and one he kept reiterating, was that a principal 
“must walk the talk.”  That is, a principal must be consistently pointed toward the goal of 
learning for all at all times.  He said,  
The principal in the role as instructional leader and supervisor… I mentioned 
having a vision, but beyond that, you ‘walk the talk’ in the sense that the way you 
interact with children—if a child is having difficulty in terms of behavior or 
whatever—how you work with the child, the family, and the teacher. 
 
A principal has to be consistent.  He or she has to always demonstrate that concern for 
others.  He continued,  
I would say, the biggest thing is to model what, in your relationships, in your 
interactions, professionally to be concerned about people, and to be real clear that 
you want kids to be their absolute best. 
 
Mr. Sharpe focused on his role as the instructional leader of the school.  He would 
look for quality pedagogy in his observations of teachers, and would delicately challenge 
them with questions.  In his words, he described it as follows: 
If you go in with the mindset that you want to see everything orderly and 
everybody in rows, and I want to see the teacher doing thus and so, and you are 
reinforcing that, you are giving one message, and it is probably pretty traditional 
message.  But, if you go in and say, ‘What I am really interested in is how you are 
meeting the needs of this group of kids?  How do you have this set up?  Is this a 
good way for this to work?’ or ‘I see kids confused going from here to there.’  I 
would say to a person, ‘You know, I think I know what you are trying to do here, 
and this is good, but have you thought about... whatever. 
 
He would ensure that his nonverbal communication was consistent with his verbal 
messages, and all communication, actions, and practices had to promote a culture of 
learning.  He also drove others to find answers for students who were not learning.  He 
said, 
Early on, we had a child study team approach that became IST [Instructional 
support team]… It would be the principal, the counselor, the psychologist, the 
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learning support teacher, and whoever needed to be there.  And then the principal 
chaired that… All this is sort of a medical model, with ‘Who’s going to do what?’ 
 
When dealing with parents, Mr. Sharpe would communicate frequently.  He set 
clear and consistent expectations for students.  He supported parents, students, and 
teachers during difficult times.  He described how he would work with a teacher who did 
something questionable: 
The other thing that is very critical is never to hang people out to dry—I believe 
that in today’s political terms, it is never to throw people under the bus.  I would 
have teachers who clearly did not make good decisions about something, and we 
would be at a parent conference.  I would do my best to get a perspective to back 
up and say, ‘We need to look into more depth about this.’  Never say, ‘You know, 
you were wrong.’  When we get all done with it, I might privately say, ‘Now, 
think about this.  What were you trying to do here?’ 
 
When someone would anticipate a challenging conversation with another stakeholder in 
the school, he would offer to rehearse with them beforehand.  He described this: 
Some of my very, very finest teachers had real difficulty sometimes in 
communicating or not becoming defensive with parents… What I would do with 
some of them, and it was a trust factor on their part, was that they would say ‘So-
and-so wants to come in.  I get so upset.’  I would say, ‘Let’s rehearse this.  What 
do you have to tell them?  What is the issue?’  We talked this through, and I’d 
find that they had a lot of the answers.  I would ask the questions, but what I was 
doing was preparing them to not get emotional and to think it through. 
 
Mr. Sharpe identified a few challenges to the culture of learning for his students.  
The first and most significant challenge he identified was people not having high enough 
expectations for students.  He said, “I always used to say, you will never go wrong if you 
are consistent, you are clear, and you have high expectations for kids,” and “I had people 
who would plan well, but they just didn’t have high expectations.  So, we would talk 
about that.”  Second, he identified having difficulties working with what he termed 
“creative optimists.”  These people would give any pedagogical practice a try.  While 
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they were helpful in their willingness to try new things, they were detrimental to success 
because they would waste time with practices that Mr. Sharpe knew were unsuccessful, 
and therefore counter to the culture of learning.  Parents who complained frequently and 
needlessly were also a challenge to the culture of learning. 
Mr. Sharpe was asked about the challenge that leadership successions have to the 
sustainability of a culture of vision.  By way of reply, he challenged predecessor leaders 
to ensure that they get a perspective about candidates’ core beliefs, strengths, and what 
they will bring to the position to further the culture of learning, all during the interview.  
He said, “Sometimes, you got some real insights into maybe what they would find 
difficult here or what they would bring to it,” and  
If I was a colleague interview in on the interview [of a new principal], as best I 
could I would want to pick up on what I thought this person might bring to the 
role from their demeanor, from their answer, from what they said they believed in 
or did not believe in.  What kind of a match would they be with my building? 
 
He also recommended that the interview team share the district beliefs about curriculum 
and instruction, parent and teacher interactions, and the supervising of teachers, all of 
which are crucial to a culture of learning.  In his words, he described it: 
I understand that this person [the successor] will be different, but I would try to 
spend some time talking with them about the leadership style that has been in 
place, what the district’s expectations are for implementing curriculum, for 
assessment, and what the district expects in how you interact with your faculty 
and with parents. 
 
He also indicated that a school district needs to balance these things with providing the 
freedom to make changes within the accepted parameters, and to promote the principal as 
facilitator of a culture of learning.  He asked, 
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Is there room to do things differently?  There certainly is, but there is a process 
that’s important here.  That process is how you engage those who help you do 
this.  If you think for a minute that you are going to come in here and do this as 
the Lone Ranger, this is not for you. 
 
Finally, a principal should facilitate, rather than prescribe.  He stressed teamwork when 
he said, “Today, more than ever, there is beginning to be a realization that the principal is 
a facilitator, an instructional leader.  You work as a team.” 
Larger context 
Mr. Sharpe identified that there was a reasonable coincidence of the school’s 
vision and culture with the district’s mission and strategic plan.  “Overall, it’s not perfect, 
but it is very good.” 
Leadership capacity 
Mr. Sharpe was asked about specific strategies he used so that many people 
experienced leadership and its responsibilities.  He answered that he stressed forming a 
certain mindset in his teachers.  He said, 
The straight-forward [succession] plan is pretty much ‘what is the curriculum,’ 
[and] ‘what are the procedures, plans, and so forth?’  To me, the difference… is 
that if you have a climate and culture within the school that fully engages 
teachers; and not that they can go do their thing, but they are part of what we 
would term a ‘continuous improvement’ philosophy and way of operating; you 
sort of prepare them to accept change and to be somewhat selective and to be able 
to analyze what it is that was good about what was in place with a principal that 
was leaving.  And conversely, the principal has a sense of ‘what is our mission,” 
has conveyed this to faculty by working in a collaborative way. 
 
His overall answer was to find leaders and put them in quasi-administrative roles.  That 
is, he would identify those with leadership potential, put them in positions of leadership, 
and provide administrative backing and support.  He described how professional learning 
communities were arranged in his school: 
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One of the strongest things was that early defining of teams of people working 
together.  Within the team, we had a ‘unit leader,’ who chaired units of 
instruction.  The other was ‘vision chair.’  And that was throughout the year the 
organization for the team.  We had them for consistency.  And then we had other 
people trying on the leadership role by unit. 
 
It was a peer model that was based on collaboration.  The teamwork was mandatory, and 
he described it this way: 
They were no longer closing their door.  They had to learn to work with others, 
and appreciate the strengths—and not-strengths—of individuals.  But they didn’t 
have a choice of working with them. 
 
As another example, he had teachers lead the instructional support team model to help 
provide support to struggling students.  For parents, he would work closely with the 
parent and teacher organization.  Parents were in natural roles of leadership in this 
organization.  He found that success bred success in all of these areas.  It was a slow 
process. 
Mr. Sharpe identified a few responsibilities that should and should not be shared 
with teacher leaders.  Generally speaking, he said that principals should find ways to have 
people shine in their talent areas.  He would have all faculty meetings serve as a means to 
build that community of learners.  He did not have faculty meetings for the sake of 
meetings, and teachers had a responsibility to add to the life and leadership of the 
meetings.  He described it as follows: 
The way we worked, as I described, was that we were a faculty.  We agreed that I 
wouldn’t have a monthly faculty meeting to have a meeting.  I would try to be 
respectful of their time…  If we needed to have a meeting, we would have a 
meeting.  A week or two before, we would set what the meeting was going to be.  
We would have the agenda, and we could always add to it. 
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Others would take over in his absence:  “Sometimes if I wasn’t there, the unit chairperson 
would do whatever… would go right on with it.”  That team atmosphere permeated into 
teacher improvement.  He said,  
“Part of that [mindset] was the bedrock belief that we were all part of a team 
here—a community of learners in this school—and everybody needs to be 
successful. 
 
He would have teachers assist with teachers who were not strong in a particular area, but 
he would “never expect teachers to judge other teachers in a direct sense.”  Likewise, 
they would offer input in the hiring of new teachers, but Mr. Sharpe retained the final 
decision.  In his words, he described it as follows: 
Sometimes, I used to involve them in an interview.  I used to make it real clear 
that, ‘I’m really interested in your thoughts about this, but I have to make the final 
decision.  That’s in my job description.’ They appreciated that because they gave 
their two cents, but I took responsibility. 
 
Summary 
In summary, Mr. Sharpe had very distinct beliefs about the role of leadership in 
succession events.  He believed that the vision of his school was that of active student 
engagement.  It was important to him that the nominal leader believes in the vision and 
be able to articulate and sell it to other stakeholders.  This vision must include the 
principal as a leader within the district, and teachers as leaders within the school.  He 
established professional learning communities, and set collaboration as a key feature in 
his school.  His vision centered on setting high expectations for students, and providing 
high levels of support. 
Mr. Sharpe believed that the most important factor in determining a culture of 
learning and one that would outlast his tenure was that the principal must “walk the talk.”  
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That is, he or she must be consistent with communication, expectations, support, and all 
other facets of leadership.  The culture of learning must first be geared toward meeting 
the needs of the students of the school. 
In developing leadership capacity, Mr. Sharpe indicated that the principal must 
know, articulate, and communicate the mission of the school.  He made a clear 
connection between vision and culture, and the development of leadership capacity 
within the school.  He built this capacity by promoting professional learning 
communities, placing teacher-leaders in quasi-administrative roles, and insisting that 
people (teachers and parents) share their talent areas with the larger community. 
Ms. Thompson 
 Demographics 
Ms. Thompson, our second principal, is a young professional from a school 
district located in a working town outside a nearby city.  Her kindergarten-through-fifth-
grade school’s enrollment is between 550 and 700 students.  There is an ethnically and 
socioeconomically diverse population of students in Ms. Thompson’s school.   
Vision 
When asked to express the established vision of the school, Ms. Thompson 
quickly recited the school’s motto:  “We have a motto in place.  Our motto is ‘[Main 
Street Elementary] is a place where students listen and learn.’  As far as what is the 
established vision for learning, we get into more detail.  In general terms, we use our 
motto to encompass everything.” She identified that the motto encompassed action plans, 
goals, differentiated instruction, and school improvement. 
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The vision also included and centered on data-driven decisions.  Ms. Thompson 
identified a need, and found that data was the answer.  She said, 
[The principals, in conjunction with a consultant] began to stress the fact that the 
‘cafeteria menu item professional development’ and for making school goals is 
really not that well founded to establish goals.  The presentation revolved around 
that your data should drive your goals.  Then you get teacher input about how best 
to meet those goals. 
 
This change in business was a monumental change for her school.  She described it, “We 
really shifted gears in the fact that we said that our data is driving what our goals are.”  
Ms. Thompson believed in accountability and fact, but did not think others may see it as 
part of the vision.  She said,  
The vision really… I don’t look at it in the classical sense of a vision, that we 
have all the stakeholders together and we’re creating this ‘thing.’  To me, it’s 
already created based on the data. 
 
She posted data around the school, and strove to have her teachers shift their 
conversations from opinions about improvement to fact.  “To me, it really gave some 
clarity that, you know what?  Letting the data make the decisions for us—You can’t 
argue with the data.” 
She also identified literacy improvements as part of the established vision of the 
school.  She believed that the school focused on improving reading comprehension, sight 
word identification, fluency, and vocabulary.  She said, “We had a big literacy initiative, 
where we focused on reading comprehension.  We focused on sight words.  We focused 
on vocabulary.  We focused on fluency.” 
Ms. Thompson described the “Main Street Meetings.”  These came about through 
an identified need.  She said,  
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We were trying to find ways to have teachers have that ‘at-home’ support that we 
were missing.  What we were thinking of was, ‘How can we provide the same 
dynamics that a school that has high parent involvement?’  Generally speaking, if 
a kid’s not doing well, nobody’s calling the teacher questioning why the student’s 
not doing well.  We don’t have a lot of parental support. 
 
and “We were trying to find a way to have that accountability level there so that the 
teachers felt more accountable to the kids, rather than to me.”  Accountability was an 
important impetus for the Meetings.  Ms. Thompson said, 
The year before [when we started the Main Street Meetings], when we would 
have teachers submit writing prompts, I would spend a month tracking people 
down, trying to get their writing prompts, begging teachers, ‘Please get these in.’  
And then the work I received, for the most part, was average.  Some was sub-par.  
When we began to tell the kids, ‘We want your writing.  I am going to select the 
class who I felt worked the hardest.  You are going to share with everyone in the 
building.’  All of the sudden, the writing prompts showed up on time.  They were 
accountable to the kids. 
 
Likewise, she said, 
It helped me when I would walk into a classroom and I would say, ‘You know, 
Mrs. So-and-so, we said as a school that we were practicing fluency.  I stood up 
there and told all the kids that we would be doing this, and I’m not seeing it in 
your room.’  And in a sense it makes me practice what I am preaching, because if 
I say we’re going to do this, then I also need to be willing to make a stand with 
teachers and say, ‘Well, I told 500 kids we’re doing this, and you’re not.  I feel 
obligated to meet with you and say you need to do this.’ 
 
These meetings were approximately 15 minutes in length, held each morning in the 
gymnasium.  Students were shown the data and what they needed to do to improve the 
data.  Students were photographed behaving appropriately, and successful examples of 
learning were shown.  Improvements were shared with the entire staff and students, 
thereby increasing accountability to students and parents.  In her words, she described the 
Meetings,  
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During the [Main Street Meetings,] we would explain the vision to the kids.  We 
would show pictures of what listening looks like.  This is what learning looks like.  
We would roll play things on the stage.  We would have teachers teach lessons.  I 
taught lessons to the entire school.  And we would meet every day for fifteen to 
twenty minutes in the morning. 
 
Community was also stressed: 
We tried to build a sense of community whereas I would share my personal 
experiences.  ‘My [husband] and I are expecting a baby.  I am so nervous that I 
am going to have a child, and we’re trying to think of names.’  Little things like 
that, I was always trying to talk about, to the whole school.  We would also then 
celebrate successes. 
 
Along with the “Main Street Meetings,” Ms. Thompson sought to build consensus 
for the established vision through discussions with faculty.  The faculty comprised the 
school improvement teams.  She said, 
My first few years, we had a school improvement team.  We would generate 
ideas, and it would be brainstorming ideas—how do you think we can improve 
the school, what are areas you think we need help as far as student behavior or as 
far as social aspects.  Basically, it was just people giving ideas… The first avenue 
it took was basically gathering people’s opinions about things they saw in the 
school. 
 
During these discussions, teachers began with opinions about what the school needed to 
improve.  After the data was presented, teachers abandoned those opinions that were not 
supported by the data, and created improvement plans through collaborative processes 
with each other.  Ms. Thompson described the scene: 
[After the change to data-driven decisions] I was no longer asking for teachers’ 
opinions per se about ‘where do you think we should go?’ and ‘what do you think 
we should do?’  It turned into more of ‘in second grade, 38% of our students are 
reading fluently according to DIBELS.  We have to improve fluency—that has to 
be our goal.’ 
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The teachers generally found that the data allowed them to know where they were 
headed, and they saw reciprocal benefits.  She said, 
Giving everyone the same message—one—had kids holding teachers 
accountable—and two—eliminated the ‘well, they’re not doing it in so-and-so’s 
room.’ Or ‘Why do I have to do this?’  So, they were hearing it from me, it was 
the same message, and the teachers would then come and say, ‘You know, I’m 
not really fighting with the kids that much.  It really seems to be helpful that 
everyone’s hearing the same thing.  We’re leaving here and we feel like we’re all 
on the same page.’  So, that also helped to establish the vision. 
 
The largest challenge that Ms. Thompson identified that a successor would face is 
keeping that focus on learning.  She said, “I think the biggest challenge for a successor 
would be keep learning a priority here, because we have many discipline problems.  
Those can overshadow any learning that takes place.”  “I think that someone coming in 
new would have to have a solid understanding of poverty—of low socioeconomics—so 
that they do not become consumed with discipline.” She cited last year’s statistics to 
prove the point: 
For example, and I can’t remember the exact number, we had over 150 out-of-
school suspensions.  If I wanted to, I could let that consume my every thought in 
everything I do.  But we have some somehow, through research (we use Ruby 
Payne’s research quite a bit), we’ve become more empathetic.  We try to 
understand more. 
 
Those discipline problems seem to find their way to the top of the priority list, when in 
fact, learning as documented by the data should be the first priority. 
An additional challenge that a successor would face is his or her understanding of 
poverty situations.  The students attending Ms. Thompson’s school come from a diverse 
population of students, including a fair percentage of low socioeconomic status.  She 
said, “One thing I hang my hat on is that we embrace our students where they come 
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from—their low socioeconomic status and the culture that that brings.  We embrace that.”  
She recommended that a successor familiarize himself or herself with research, such as 
Dr. Ruby Payne’s work, that is designed to help educators and leaders from middle class 
environments understand the challenges of students and families coming from poverty 
class environments.  She said, 
The best advice I can give is to—one—read Ruby Payne’s research—and two—to 
keep an open mind, because when you walk into a building such as mine, and you 
see the discipline, you can’t argue and dispute that there aren’t problems.  There 
are kids that fight, there are problems.  What you have to do is rationalize and 
understand that if we don’t teach the kids how to behave, how to learn, the 
problems will continue.  If your thinking is more traditional that if you keep 
punishing it will eventually change, you are going to be miserable and not 
successful. 
 
Along with this, she identified that some of the students do not know how to behave.  
Rather than punishing them into behaving, which would not work, she recommended 
keeping an open mind and teaching them how to behave.  A challenge for a successor 
might be believing that all of the children in her school can learn.  To help facilitate this, 
said, 
I would stress to a successor to keep an open mind, to not let possible negativity 
bring you down, learn to understand the kids, go to their houses, walk the streets.  
That alone will open your eyes a bit. 
 
Culture 
When asked in what ways she promoted the success of all students by advocating, 
nurturing, and sustaining a school culture conducive to student learning and staff 
professional growth, Ms. Thompson again reiterated her reliance on data.  She said, “As 
far as [a culture of] student achievement, one thing we do is post our 4-Sight scores.  
Those are on display, and those are for everyone to see.”  Also, she said, 
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We also share our DIBELS scores at our faculty meetings.  We talk about 
progress that’s being made.  And we also look at progress not only within that 
grade level, but we also follow the kids.  So, we look at their kindergarten 
DIBELS scores, and then when those students are in first grade, we look at how 
they did as kindergarteners and first graders, and we look for trends in that data. 
 
Her school is a place where learning is valued, and that has become part of the school 
culture.  They post their data around the school, advertise it to parents and the 
community, have their “Main Street Morning Meetings,” set goals, and have rewards.  
She described one such reward: 
At the [Main Street Meetings] we have a dance contest where we look at the first 
4-Sight and then the second, and then we set goals for the final 4-Sight.  Kids can 
earn a dance party which they really enjoy. 
 
They believe in a quick turn-around of data, which also supports a culture of learning.  
Students take a benchmark test one day to show data, and it is only a few days later that 
the results are shared with them.  They know what they need to continually work on, and 
they have found it rewarding for the students.  She does not hesitate with creating 
solutions based on the data.  She said, “I try to take the stance that let’s not sit here and 
talk about things.  If someone needs help, they need help now.  So, let’s figure out what 
we need to do today.” 
To support this culture, Ms. Thompson believes that faculty meetings should not 
be informational gatherings. Instead, she focuses on learning for the teachers.  Teachers 
learn new strategies, practice them, and reflect on them with each other.  She treats her 
faculty meetings like a class of learners, where they use the students’ benchmark test 
scores as proof of progress.  She said, 
I think the most important thing that is done here is that I try not to waste time 
with informational-type things.  Any time I am meeting with teachers, I try to 
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have them working on something, or learning something, or presenting 
something, or reflecting on something.  I try to set up everything I do with the 
staff like it’s a class.  So, if we have a professional development on vocabulary, 
I’d tell the staff ‘I’d like you now, this upcoming week, to try the exact same 
strategy.’  At times, I’d say ‘Let me know the time you’re doing it.  I’d like to 
come in.’ 
 
This is not to say that she will never have information to share with staff face-to-face, but 
she ensures those conversations are quick and infrequent.  She said, “If I do need to give 
information, I will normally have an 8:15 meeting which will last ten minutes.  I will tell 
them what they need to know and send them on their way.” 
Another feature that promotes a culture of learning is face-to-face communication 
whenever possible.  Ms. Thompson believed in building that rapport with staff and 
students through the use of face-to-face communication.  She met students and teachers 
in her office, but also met them in the hallways and in classrooms.  She described her 
method of communication as follows: 
I also believe in face-to-face communication.  I’m not a big email person, if I 
really believe something’s important.  I believe that if you’re doing something 
outstanding, I should come right to you and tell you what a wonderful job you’re 
doing.  I think if there’s something negative, you should be in my office, we 
should sit down face-to-face, and I should be able to tell you ‘I don’t agree with 
what you are doing.’ 
 
Ms. Thompson faced a number of challenges to the establishment of a culture of 
learning in her school.  Prior to her principalship, she was not an elementary principal.  
Therefore, she faced a number of challenges from veteran elementary school teachers 
during her first year. She recalled, 
[My first year as a principal] I honestly had teachers tell me ‘no’ to many 
different things.  That was very difficult for me.  I thought that most teachers were 
just like me.  When the principal came to me and asked me to try something and 
do something, I went, ‘okay!’ 
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In one situation, she had a direct challenge by a teacher.  She recalled: 
I actually remember a big initiative within the district to improve lesson planning.  
I met with a teacher.  I talked to him about some of the concerns I had about his 
lesson planning.  And then the following week, he didn’t change it.  So, I called 
him in, and I spoke to him, and I said, ‘I just met with you a week ago.  Nothing 
was done.’  And he said to me, ‘I was just seeing if you were going to call me in 
again or not.’  And I said, ‘I am!  And I did!’ 
 
She was constantly tested by the staff, but she gained respect by being authoritative. She 
differentiated that from earning trust: 
I don’t think I gained trust.  I think I gained respect in that I had to become more 
of an authoritative figure than I wanted to be.  I truly turned into a leader that, in 
most cases, would not be an effective leader, because I was being challenged by 
people all the time because I didn’t know the curriculum.” “What I chose to do 
was focus on what I knew, but when I found resistance, I didn’t find myself as the 
principal I am now.  At that point in time, I forced issues. 
 
While she did not know the curriculum, she did know about lesson planning and quality 
instruction.  She focused on those areas she knew, and was honest about those areas she 
did not know. 
After she had established herself as an authoritative leader, another challenge she 
identified was moving to a more collaborative leader.   
That, by far, was my greatest challenge.  But then, switching from being 
authoritative to more collaborative, more facilitating, more empowering teachers, 
that was a tough transition because I didn’t make a lot of friends that first year.  
So, I had to build trust. 
 
She identified that authoritative leaders create a hindrance on themselves in creating a 
culture of learning, for staff do not have a need to buy into the culture of learning based 
on the vision of the school.  Therefore, she made this change through being accountable 
and consistent regarding the purpose of the school, and being personally trustworthy and 
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honest about her own areas of improvement.  A culture of learning began with herself.  
She asked, “How did I change?  It would be through empowering teachers and having 
committees,” and 
There was a group of teachers I felt were master teachers.  And I would spend 
time in their classrooms, asking them tons of questions.  I really feel at this point, 
I thoroughly understand elementary curriculum—all aspects of it. 
 
The dividends paid off.  She described the culture now: 
I think we’re at a point now that the staff feels very empowered.  I think we would 
have two groups of teachers in this building.  I think there would be a group of 
teachers who, if you asked them what kind of principal I am, would say that they 
feel supported, and I listen to them.  Marginal teachers would tell you they feel 
micromanaged, and they don’t have a lot of wiggle room.  And I would agree 
with that.  At this point in my career, there are more teachers who say they feel 
supported. 
 
The challenge that she now faces is staff becoming complacent with their own 
successes.  She said, 
I think the challenge that I face now is that we are finding success.  That we all 
feel comfortable with the success.  But we need to continually improve.  
Everyone here takes pride in our academics, and the fact that kids are listening 
and learning, and our data supports that—everyone takes pride in that.  Where we 
need to go is to say ‘how do we do this better?  How do we use our time more 
wisely?  How do I help the kids learn more?  How do I continually improve what 
I am doing in the classroom?’  That’s our challenge. 
 
She added: “It’s moving from ‘good’ to ‘great,’ because we are good right now.  Because 
teachers know where we were, that feels pretty good.”  Their focus is now to go from 
general improvement to specific student improvement in specific areas of improvement.  
Keeping the momentum has been a challenge for her. 
The largest challenge for her successor would be understanding the environment.  
While there is no doubt that the culture is focused on learning, the climate is not typical 
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of many schools.  Ms. Thompson identified the staff of her school either as stern and 
abrasive, or as comical and sarcastic.  All take their jobs seriously, and to all, a principal 
must “sell it and prove it.”  Both mindsets are coping mechanisms for the challenge of the 
school.  Understanding the teachers, as well as the poverty culture present in the school 
made manifest by smart students who do not want to be smart, would be a big challenge 
for a successor in maintaining a culture of learning. 
A recommendation that she had for a successor was to immediately make 
connections in the community, and to ensure that they know that the culture of learning 
will continue.  She recommended: 
As far as understanding the community, you have to have the community, and 
you have to jump into the community, and you cannot think that you are better 
than anyone else. 
 
Be willing to substitute teach in classrooms, and take a stand against anything that 
challenges the culture of learning.  She said, 
At times, you have to be willing to take a stand in the community.  If they think 
you’re weak and that you’ll give in to whatever they want, they’ll have a field day 
with you. 
 
Larger context 
Ms. Thompson initially said that the vision and culture of the school was 
“disjointed” to the mission and strategic plan of the district.  She said, 
It’s been disjointed in that we have had a changeover in superintendents.  The 
reason I say ‘disjointed’ is that what we are doing is not directly in line with what 
we are doing with our strategic plan.  I would say that there are elements that are 
aligned. 
 
She went on to explain that she met with the other principals in her district annually, at 
which time they set the goals for the year for the district.  It was expected that individual 
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principals would bring these goals back and set their building goals.  Many times, 
however, she found that the district goals were not detailed enough or not basic enough 
for her school.  She often had to supplement the goals or add anticipatory goals to get to 
the district goals. 
Leadership capacity 
When asked about strategies so that many could experience leadership and its 
responsibilities, Ms. Thompson recounted a story.  
There were three teachers who were all taking classes that happened to be on 
discipline.  Over the summer, I told those teachers ‘Come over.  I’ll grill, and 
teach me what you’re learning about discipline.  And together, you’re going to 
help formulate the plan.  And I’m putting you in charge of this.  I’m not standing 
up telling people what to do anymore.  I need teachers to help teachers learn.’  
From that, we dedicated an entire year to discipline. 
 
They developed school-wide expectations and procedures.  Ms. Thompson explained that 
many of her initiatives are done this way.  She provides the direction, and others develop 
it from there. 
Ms. Thompson also created small groups of coaches, on topics ranging from 
behavior to writing.  She banked on her successes with discipline to do the same with 
writing.  She recalled, 
Now, once we had [schoolwide discipline], we wanted to promote our writing.  I 
said, ‘You know, it worked with these three guys.’  I approached [a few teachers 
who were good with writing and taking classes] and I said, ‘We need to improve 
our writing, and I want you to be in charge of it.  I consider you to be an expert on 
four-square writing.  Together, we need to make everyone learn.’ 
 
This process proved successful with reading, as well.  She recalled, 
We now have teachers working with RAC word-building strategies.  They have 
been working as coaches for three years now.”  “How we set [the RAC word 
building] up was even further distancing myself.  I told the teachers that if you are 
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being coached in RAC word building, I will not observe you during a RAC word 
building lesson.  If I walk into your room and you are trying a RAC word 
building, I will leave.  There’s no pressure.  What that did was that aligned them 
with the coach.  The coach was giving them feedback.” These groups of coaches 
meet with each other to discuss individual situations where they were helping a 
teacher and had a challenge arise.  This collaboration builds everyone’s leadership 
capacity to handle situations as they arise working with others. 
 
Ms. Thompson believed that it is the responsibility of the principal to lay the 
initial groundwork about topics, and then to allow teachers to take the lead.  In the 
reading coaching situation described above, she elaborated: 
My role in the RAC word building was that I would meet with the coaches.  We 
would anonymously talk about teachers. Teacher A is doing this, and my goal for 
next month is this.  This is where they’re having trouble.  I need help helping 
them.  We as a group of coaches would provide suggestions, and they would go 
and try it. 
 
It is important that all stakeholders know that a particular initiative has the support of the 
nominal leader of the school, but not that the leader was the only one invested.  In fact, 
she said, 
 It is very rare that I actually lead new things.  I may introduce it, but when it 
comes down to actual practice, what I have found is being out of the classroom 
for seven years… I am helping teachers learn things that I have never taught, and 
probably never will teach in my entire life. 
 
She expected that staff will share their topics of learning with the entire staff, thereby 
building knowledge and capacity.  She did not agree with sharing the undesired jobs with 
staff members—it is their job to teach students, and hers to remove obstacles from their 
way.  She said, 
After the groundwork has been established for instructional items; after I’ve done 
the work, I think it’s acceptable for [teacher-leaders] to share in helping to lead 
the staff.  I don’t think it’s acceptable for me to dump that on them, and to say ‘I 
need you to learn about this, and I need you to teach this to everyone, and I’m 
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going to stand back.’  Where it becomes acceptable is when I’ve done my 
homework.” 
 
Ms. Thompson has an assistant principal.  She believed in not sharing low-level 
building management things with him or her, as happens with many assistant principals.  
She ensured that the assistant principals always knew what was going on in the school, 
and could run the school in her absence.  She prepared a binder of building management 
procedures.  Her suggestions for a new principal were telling: 
I am hiring a new assistant.  That [the management pieces] is what I need to 
review with her, to say, ‘These are the schoolwide procedures.  This is the [Main 
Street Meetings].  This is what differentiated instruction looks like in this 
building.  This is what our Title I plan is.  This is the specific goals we have for 
the year.’  That’s where I’ll start.  And then I’ll tell her ‘I want you to learn all the 
kids’ names.’ 
 
She also cautioned against trying to build friendships with staff members.  She 
said, 
I personally feel it’s more important to build relationships than to build 
friendships.  I know lots of people disagree with that.  I feel that I can work with 
every single person in this building.  I feel that I could accomplish anything with 
anyone here.  But there is no one calling me to go hang out after school, or to go 
see a movie.” “I do not socialize with the staff during the day.  I try to keep very 
professional and work-oriented.  That’s just my personal preference. 
 
She recommended that principals build quality relationships, but not social ones.  She 
strove to keep her relationships professional, respectful, and kind.  She recommended that 
principals keep clear boundaries who is in charge: 
I am friendly with people.  I am very respectful and kind with people, but I also 
think that if you’re in a building; if you’re in an organization, it shouldn’t be 
clouded who’s in charge. 
 
Likewise, she recommended that principals not focus on their popularity: 
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I try to step back and I don’t worry about how popular I am with the staff.  I do 
try to be kind, and to talk to everyone… Our ultimate goal is to help kids learn. 
 
 Summary 
In summary, Ms. Thompson articulated the vision of her school in the easy-to-
remember motto that she expects all students and teachers to know—that Main Street is a 
place where “students listen and learn.”  To support every educational decision of 
importance, she used data, frequent meetings with students and faculty, consensus of the 
vision, accountability of all involved, and focusing on education rather than discipline. 
The culture in Ms. Thompson’s school could be best described as a culture of 
data.  She would have staff share successful strategies at faculty meetings.  Most of her 
communication was face-to-face in nature, and as geared toward building belief in the 
excellence of the school.  Community was important to Ms. Thompson and her success.  
Her biggest challenge now is teachers who are able to feel complacent because of their 
successes. 
The relationship between the school and the school district was best described as 
“disjointed.”  Ms. Thompson did not wait for direction from the district, however.  
Rather, she found a direction and began to take her school there. 
To build leadership capacity to address the challenges of leadership succession 
events, she set up committees of expert teachers on particular subject areas.  She provided 
the direction and expectations, and then allowed the teacher leaders to address it from 
there.  She shared meaningful leadership responsibilities with teachers and her assistant 
principal.  She believed that teachers should understand that the principal can be friendly, 
but never friends with the teachers. 
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Mr. Benneton 
 Demographics 
Mr. Benneton is a principal in an elementary school in a large city.  The 
population of his kindergarten-through-fifth-grade school fluctuated throughout his 
tenure, and has settled between 250 and 400 students.  His school is a magnet school, so 
therefore it receives students from across the city.   
Vision 
When Mr. Benneton was hired as principal of his elementary school, it was a 
geographic community school.  The district wished for the school to become a magnet 
school.  The expectations were not high for this school.  It generally had a veteran staff, 
compliant students, and community support.  About this, he said,  
I began to walk around, and not much was happening there.  Expectations were 
not high for kids.  Teachers who were there had been there a long period of 
time… Parents, for the most part, and the community embraced the school and 
were proud of it.  But I didn’t see good teaching and high expectations. 
 
Mr. Benneton sought to enliven the school, increase enrollment, and build upon that 
community support.  Some of the veteran teachers had low expectations about the kids.  
He recalled, 
I can remember one teacher saying ‘These are just [West-side] kids.’  I remember 
thinking, ‘I am a [West-side] kid, and I do see myself.  I see my brothers and 
sisters.  I see my friends.  I thought, ‘I have made it as a [West-side] kid because 
somebody believed in me.  So we’re going to move this school.’ 
 
He entered his tenure with an idea for a theme of the school, and a vision of high-quality 
teaching and learning.  He said, “I’m not sure that there was a strong vision [from the 
district] but we always knew our focus was on teaching and learning.” 
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Mr. Benneton received little direction from the central office during this time of 
establishment and acceptance of the vision.  He built consensus virtually on his own.  He 
approached teachers, who accepted the vision.  He said,  
I came back to the school and I said, ‘I don’t see much happening here, but I have 
an idea.  Can we think of a [science] theme?’  Teachers bought into this. 
 
To build this consensus, he did a number of things.  First, he brought in experts and the 
entire staff, himself included, learned from these experts.  He said,  
We brought in the people [who were experts in science] to talk about their work.  
The program was in its infancy stage, so it’s not like they knew what they were 
doing.  They had their vision. 
 
The second thing that built consensus for the staff was an acknowledgement of a crisis.  
The enrollment had decreased to approximately 180 students.  Other students in the 
geographic area attended magnet and parochial schools in the area.  The teachers realized 
that their school could close if they were not successful.  He described it as follows: 
And I said to the teachers, ‘We’re down to 180 kids.  How long can we sustain 
that?’  At that time, we had not closed schools—the district was not necessarily 
closing schools… but there was a sense of urgency here. 
 
Third, their magnet area—science—had a connection to the real world.  Teachers bought 
into the vision and the changes because they understood the need for science education.  
Mr. Benneton remembered thinking, “The community supports us, but how do we get the 
community to embrace [the new vision?]” “We were all engaged in a common focus, and 
the theme just always was a tie to the academics.” Fourth, consensus was built on the 
trust in the principal.  The community trusted him because he was raised in that part of 
the city.  He said,  
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The parents there at the time were very willing to have their kids educated.  They 
said, ‘You’re responsible for that, and we trust you.’  Their trust for me was 
because I was a [West-sider.] 
 
Finally, consensus was built because of creative freedom.  People were excited about the 
prospect of creating a school based on new ideas.  “There were people who were excited 
about it because they were doing new things.” 
To ensure that the vision progressed, Mr. Benneton ensured that communication 
was a priority.  He strove to keep everyone abreast of the progress of the school, and 
shared successes.  The district highlighted the achievements. He said, 
The district began to highlight our achievements because in math, we were 
increasing our achievement, the science gave us primary FOSS kids that were not 
otherwise in the district.  Therefore, we had a strong K-5 science program. 
 
He would stress successes with his staff.  One situation he recalled is described as 
follows: 
[After being recognized as an exemplary school] I wrote a letter to the teachers, 
on this colored paper.  I thought about and talked about their contributions to this 
success.  It was a beautiful letter for them.  I have to say, very well written and 
very nice.  And then I personalized it and just put something down for each 
person.  I put them in their mailboxes.  No one is saying a word to me.  So, I’m 
thinking ‘Oh, I looked at this so many times, I must have spelling errors or 
grammatical errors, and nobody wants to say anything to me.’  So, finally, I see 
the gym teacher and I ask if he got the letter.  He said, “Yeah, I saw it.’  I said, 
‘What do you think?’  He said, “Oh, my God, it was just so nice.  I took it home 
and showed my wife, and we were crying.’ 
 
Also, he used his own graduate class work as a catalyst for new ideas in the school.  He 
said,  
When I would go to [a graduate class or seminar], I would come back and do a 
presentation [about] what we need to do for us to be seeing [these new changes] 
into the classrooms?  And what is the purpose?  And why should we see it?  
Trying to couch it and frame it so it’s not just another initiative that the principal 
wants to bring in.  I was really careful about that. 
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About another situation, he said, 
I got involved in [a new program for evaluation of teachers], and I became a 
district facilitator with our math director.  So, I would say to my teachers, ‘I am 
working on this—I took a course in this this summer.  We’re going to be working 
with the principals.  I need to be comfortable with this form.  Let me show you 
the form.  I’m going to be coming in when I am observing, and conferring with 
you.  It is going to be one of my formal observations, but it’s a training tool for 
me.  I need your feedback what it’s like.’  And the teachers then were saying, 
‘This is more like a conversation.  You’re asking me about my practice.’  And so, 
it was a really nice dialogue where I really became knowledgeable about 
mathematics. 
 
He sought to involve everyone in the life of the school.  In his eyes, everyone involved in 
the school, including custodians and lunchroom staff, played a part in the success of the 
vision of the school.  “There was a lot of communication, and a lot of discussion about 
what was our common thinking.” 
He expected that a successor may have challenges keeping the vision alive and 
thriving.  The greatest among these would be balancing leadership with sharing of 
responsibility.  He recommended that a successor find people’s strengths and use them.  
This involves getting input from teachers through an ongoing dialogue, a binder of 
building management procedures, and retaining community support.  The first year, Mr. 
Benneton said, the principal is trying to figure out the school.  The second year, it 
becomes his or her school. 
Culture 
When asked how he promoted the success of all students by advocating, 
nurturing, and sustaining a school culture conducive to student learning and staff 
professional growth, Mr. Benneton immediately linked culture back to vision.  He said, 
138 
 
“From the beginning, I kept connecting everything back to student learning, and teaching 
and learning.”  From his perspective, a principal can only do these tasks for a culture of 
learning if he or she has a purpose and direction that supports a culture of learning.  Once 
that happens, he indicated that a principal should have frequent conversations with 
stakeholders, and be a presence in the community, to support the culture of learning.  At 
times, the principal must reiterate the vision to sustain the culture.  For example, he said,  
Our common focus was everyone is involved in this initiative and that first year, 
bringing in the new families, and how do we make them a part of our [West-side] 
family? 
 
Also, principals must ensure that teachers have the expertise to move them to their next 
step.  For that reason, he employed coaches in his school to assist teachers. 
The largest challenge that Mr. Benneton faced in stewarding a culture of learning 
was that not all teachers seemed to be moving in the same direction.  He recalled, 
I wanted all teachers to be moving in that direction.  And for part of the time, 
there was one [who did a lot of complaining.]  To be honest, that would be my 
biggest challenge, because you want teachers to tell you what is happening on 
those meetings, but when they come back and tell you, and you get ticked, 
[there’s nothing you can do.]  One teacher chose to leave because it was difficult 
for her.  I was going to be stronger than she in my convictions about the work we 
were doing at the school.  The other chose to retire. 
 
A second challenge was balancing the work ethic of staff and himself.  Mr. 
Benneton is a hard worker, and often kept late hours at school.  He identified that his 
teachers taught him a lot about a balance between work and outside life.  Trying to learn 
this lesson while supporting a culture of learning in the environment described above was 
a challenge for him.  He reciprocated with his teachers: “The work we were doing—we 
always kept building on that work.  I was mindful of keeping it manageable.” 
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Sustaining a culture of learning through a succession event is challenging.  Mr. 
Benneton identified a few pieces of advice for a successor in this area.  First, he 
recommended that a successor really become familiar with curriculum and instruction, 
and the planning process for new programs.  It is these facets that are at the core of a 
culture of learning, and therefore should be a key component of a successor’s focus.  He 
also recommended that a successor have conversations with staff about pedagogy, 
academics, and curriculum like others have conversations about social happenings.  
People should be excited to share with the principal some new bit of learning from their 
own classroom or from a graduate class.  He said, 
[I would recommend to a successor to have conversations with staff.]  They 
expect to have these conversations with you.  Start to have them.  But, what you 
want to do is ask questions.  Say, ‘Why did you call on so-and-so when you did,’ 
or ‘Why did you ask that question?’  And that will get them thinking. 
 
Finally, he recommended that a successor substitute every so often to keep a perspective 
about teaching and learning, and to keep his or her focus on a culture of learning. 
Larger contexts 
It seemed to Mr. Benneton that there was little support and no clear consensus 
about the district’s mission.  He recalled, 
We had a new superintendent at the time.  We were in a fiscal decline.  And so, I 
don’t remember getting much direction from the district.  But somehow, 
somewhere, I had an idea that we were going to need to move this [vision] 
forward. 
 
He did not receive a great deal of guidance.  As he put it, “On the other hand, nobody had 
to tell me to have high expectations for kids.”  He found a direction and headed that way.  
He started with why he entered education—student achievement—and moved in that 
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direction.  Nobody at the district had a tool to measure success, so he gathered and 
analyzed the data of his school.  This allowed him to define for stakeholders what 
learning was happening in the culture of learning. 
Leadership capacity 
Mr. Benneton said,  
You want things to work when you’re not there.  So, what systems do you put in 
place so that everyone’s not running to you to find out what their next steps are.  
They know what their next steps are. 
 
Regarding successors and leaving, he said, “The sign of a good leader is that things 
continue when you are gone.”  He sought to have an organic building of leadership 
capacity in his school, ensuring it was based on teacher strengths and the needs of the 
school.  He recalled a story: 
I had an in-house suspension room, and I had an aide who, she and I… that 
evolved over time where we just began to think alike.  Things would go to her 
before they would come to me.  It started that referrals would come to me, but 
time-outs would go to her.  Somehow, eventually, referrals were actually going to 
her.  She would come to me and say, ‘This is what happened.’  She was thorough 
in her investigation.  If I was out, she would [take care of the situations.]  Nobody 
would call me when I was gone.  It was funny because a student went to the 
middle school.  And he told me ‘We have a Ms. Kris’ at the middle school level.  
I said ‘Really?’  and he said ‘Her name is Dean [of Students] so-and-so.’ 
 
He would ask that teachers bring their needs, and then encourage their investment and 
participation in the solution for the need.  Everyone had a leadership role in Mr. 
Benneton’s school.  “We always all were on the same page of what we wanted for our 
kids, and what the expectations were for us as teachers.” 
When asked what responsibilities should and should not be shared with teacher 
leaders, Mr. Benneton recommended that the principal be seen as the leader of the school, 
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especially when considering the enmeshing of the building vision and the district vision.  
The principal, he said, has the “bigger picture” and the school might otherwise miss 
something important to the district.  The principal also should be responsible for 
management of the school so that teachers are not taken away from their classroom 
instruction time.  Other than these responsibilities, he encouraged his teachers to bring 
initiatives and take responsibility for the school operation.  The principal facilitates and 
serves as “the voice,” but the teachers must have responsibilities. 
In conclusion, Mr. Benneton recommended that principals consider each and 
every interaction with students, staff, and parents.  A principal never knows what people 
will remember and will think is important.  A principal must always be “on his game.” 
Summary 
In summary, Mr. Benneton as principal provided the vision and direction of the 
school, had his teacher acknowledge the crisis of dwindling enrollment, made real-world 
connections whenever possible to the vision of the school, and allowed creative freedom 
for his teachers.  The vision was to enliven the school, build enrollment, and continue to 
build the community support for the school.  Communication was a priority for Mr. 
Benneton, as was stressing successes and ensuring everyone was involved in the life of 
the school. 
He linked culture back to the vision of the school.  To build a culture that 
supported the vision, he employed coaches to help provide direction for staff members.  
A challenge he experienced was creating a balance and understanding with his staff 
between work and family life. 
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Like with Ms. Thompson, Mr. Benneton also had little direction from the school 
district.  Also like Ms. Thompson, he provided his own direction.  Nobody had to tell him 
to have high expectations for kids. 
Mr. Benneton sought to have an organic building of leadership capacity within his 
school.  He believed that the principal was the voice of the school, but all stakeholders, 
and especially teachers, had leadership responsibilities within the school. 
Ms. Reed 
Demographics 
Ms. Reed is a principal who entered administration late in her career, after serving 
as a teacher and teacher association president.  Her kindergarten-through-sixth-grade 
school is located in a midsize suburban school district near a city, and has many 
influential parents living within its boundaries.  Her school has between 550 and 700 
students. 
Vision 
Ms. Reed identified the established vision of learning for her school to be 
“educating every child with the resources they had.”  She added that the vision was to 
create an atmosphere where staff and students wanted to do their jobs, and a place where 
community volunteers were welcomed.  She said,  
The vision of the school, as we took it as a school community, was to… educate 
every child to the best that we could with the resources we had; to create an 
atmosphere where not only the students want to continue to learn, but the staff 
wants to learn and grow professionally and personally; a vision where we invited 
the community to come into our building so that there is that communication with 
the community, since that is our biggest support system; to have them be able to 
come in and volunteer; to support the [parent and teacher] association, which we 
had a tremendous outpouring of parental support. 
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She strove to provide whatever resources were necessary for each individual to be 
successful, and would look at each student and teacher as an individual.  In her words,  
Our vision was such that we allowed for individuals to try to do what they needed 
to do to make themselves successful.  I had a personal philosophy that within the 
confines of my school budget, and within the confines of curriculum and district 
policy and their goals, that whenever staff members came to me and asked me for 
something, I would try to get it for them.  I would beg, borrow, and steal because 
I felt I had created a situation in my school that when a teacher did come to me 
with something, that they really felt it was something that would help the kids, 
and I did my best to get that information or materials for the teacher. 
 
Ms. Reed built consensus for that vision through a serendipitous manner.  She 
described the circumstances: 
I guess I entered into a different situation than maybe some other principals.  My 
very first year as a principal, I inherited an elementary school, plus I inherited a 
brand new school that was being built, and it was about 70% done.  It was the 
new building we were going to move into.  In addition to that, our move was 
going to be a mid-year move… And during that process, I probably had more 
opportunities than some other administrators to be in contact with the community 
all the time, to talk to the staff—there were more staff meetings, there were more 
discussions, there were more hands-on kinds of things—than may be normal.  I 
was constantly with people.  I think they got to know me really well.  They knew 
my interests were genuine.  They knew I was honest, that what I was doing was 
for the best of the students.  That I was in this 120%.  So, I think that helped me 
build some consensus-building with the community more specifically. 
 
Throughout her tenure, she worked closely with the parent and teacher association, 
ensuring they understood and agreed with the established vision.  She said,  
The [parent and teacher] association was a little weak at that time, because the 
school was small.  When you’re building something, and you’re getting new 
people to come to your school than you previously had in your older school, you 
get more people involved.  So, we created a situation where we welcomed as 
many new people as we wanted to… The [parent and teacher] association became 
very active and very supportive of any programs that we did in the school. 
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The fact that Ms. Reed was a former teacher association president and a teacher in 
the district also assisted in building trust from the teaching staff.  She used these 
relationships to build trust and consensus for the vision of the school.  She described the 
effect of these relationships on consensus building with the staff: 
The staff, I felt as though I had a lot of consensus with because I came up through 
the district itself—I have been with the district for [over thirty years].  My first 
twenty-some years, I was a teacher in the school district.  Not only was I a 
teacher, I also negotiated three of their teacher contracts.  I was the president of 
their teacher association.  I was the vice president of their teacher association, so a 
lot of people knew me.  I had a reputation of being one that fought for what was 
right. 
 
When asked to share what activities or practices she employed to more fully 
ensure that the vision progressed, she thought for a minute, and then said that most of her 
actions were not conscious.  “You know, that’s a difficult question [what and why I did 
what I did], because I don’t know that they were all really conscious things that we did.”  
At another point in the interview, she said: 
 A lot of people asked me why I did things.  And I don’t know.  I’m not trying to 
dodge things, but when people ask, ‘How do you get people to do that?’ it just 
sometimes is me.  I work at things, I work hard, I set examples.  I was the one 
who spent my Sundays at work. 
 
She was not entirely sure why she did what she did, but it proved to be successful 
nonetheless.  The first year, she kept things status quo and watched.  She described the 
environment: 
I really didn’t change much the first year.  I just let everything go status quo 
because we were moving.  I didn’t really get into things as much as maybe 
[another] first year administrator may.  I just kind of stood back and watched how 
things played out. 
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She formed a principal advisory committee, and looked at district initiatives.  Generally 
speaking, she took things very slowly so that people helped create the vision for 
themselves.  She said, 
I formed a principal’s advisory committee.  As the year went on, and into the next 
year with these people that I met with on a regular basis, we talked about what 
seemed to be working in the school, what worked in the old school that may not 
work in the new building, and vice versa.  We had some pretty lengthy 
discussions as to what did work, what didn’t work, what we could continue and 
how we were going to morph something into what was better for the new 
community.  Also, I took into consideration the district’s plan of where they 
wanted to go. 
 
The vision ultimately became established and set through those conversations. 
The vision ultimately came to include community involvement.  They looked for 
non-educational causes around which the community could rally.  She described the 
climate: 
One of our biggest focuses always had been (and this wasn’t new to me, it just 
happened to grow under my tenure) was we had a very giving community.  It was 
a small community which was starting to grow.  Historically, the community was 
very supportive of all of the people in the community.  When something happened 
in the community, they kind of rallied-around the individual.  We kept that 
philosophy, and we kept that in our school because it was very important. 
 
In one situation, a student passed away after a long health battle.  A teacher established a 
memorial walk that progressed into a great benefit to the community. 
When asked about challenges for a successor, Ms. Reed identified that staff 
members have become his close friends.  Therefore, a successor would have to overcome 
the challenges of facing a well-loved and successful principal.  Overall, she would not be 
worried about the school’s vision initially because the successor principal would spend a 
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good deal of time working on the school management needs.  She elaborated on this 
thought: 
I don’t worry as much as I should about [a successor changing the vision of the 
school] because often when a new person comes in, they are so concerned about 
the multitudes of things that are going to hit them, that changing the building 
vision is not usually one of the most immediate tasks.  A new person coming in 
might be a very first time principal.  If they are, not only are they learning the 
building, the curriculum, the staff, the kids, and stuff like that; but they also have 
to learn how to be a principal! 
 
The vision will progress without the principal in the short term.  To assist with the 
management issues, a successor should call upon the expertise of the other principals, as 
Ms. Reed did.  She described the working relationship with the other principals: 
We had a pretty decent program where principals helped principals.  I knew that 
the work I had done with the other elementary principals, this person would get 
the support that he or she needed by just asking those people questions. 
 
She continued: 
 
I had five other elementary school principals in the district.  We worked 
extremely well.  We had our own little private meetings to talk about things, so 
that when we went in to the bigger meetings, we were unified.  It’s easier to get 
things when you have six people saying this, as opposed to three-versus-three. 
 
She worked closely with them, each establishing an area of expertise for their cadre.   
The other thing that we did was that each of us specialized in a particular area, so 
that when there was a major question on budget (I dealt with budget), the other 
five could call me, and I could usually come up with a strategy or answer, or 
whatever.  If I had something to deal with reading or a concern, there was another 
principal who was a reading specialist at one time—she had some really good 
strategies. 
 
She also recommended that a successor seek to have a one-to-two week overlap with a 
predecessor principal to ensure that the vision of the school has continuity: 
[I would recommend that a successor and predecessor] to overlap one to two 
weeks, so I could share, go through my computer files, open up my tickler files to 
147 
 
them, show them the building, the little nuances that happen, where teachers hide 
their supplies and everything like that. 
 
Culture 
Ms. Reed was asked to identify the ways she promoted the success of all students 
by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture conducive to student learning 
and staff professional growth.  Her quick reply was to “listen.”  She said, “One of the 
things that I did that really helped establish a culture of learning was to really listen to the 
staff .”  She identified her job to be continually supporting staff, and supporting district 
initiatives, but mostly to listen to the specific challenges.  She also saw that her role was 
to establish and foster a culture that was accepting of change.  She said, 
My biggest job was to constantly work with the staff, and to let them know that I 
will be supportive of district changes, but I will also be supportive of any 
concerns they have with anything new that came along. 
 
She also used the same strategy with contentious parents, which built a culture of 
learning.  She said, 
It’s the same way as you deal with a parent.  A lot of crises can be deescalated if a 
parent gets an audience with you… just gets a chance to [speak to you.]  So, I did 
listen a lot to people. 
 
She also saw that she fostered a culture of learning by acknowledging student and 
staff success.  She created awards for student growth, and gave them to students 
throughout the year.  She would create competitions among the student groups.  She 
described these: 
One of the other things we did a lot was recognize people that did things—
students, basically… I was never one to say that this teacher was doing better than 
this teacher—but we promoted success with students.  We went so far as to have 
attendance games where every day, teachers would send down their attendance.  
If teachers had perfect attendance, we had this big chart in the hallway.  At the 
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end of each quarter, the winning classrooms would get ice cream from the [parent 
and teacher association].  Bus behavior was always a concern.  What we started 
was a bus game.  What I did was I bought little miniature busses.  I had this big 
glass-enclosed table.  Every week, I would go to the bus drivers, and the bus 
drivers would evaluate their busses on a scale of one to three on how well they 
behaved that week.  As the bus drivers reported, I would move the busses up, and 
the bus that won would get free ice cream or something like that. 
 
When attendance challenged the culture of learning, she created an attendance game.  
Likewise, when bus behavior challenged the culture of learning, she created a bus 
behavior game.  Her philosophy and practice was to let people know what they have 
accomplished, and to do so personally.  She said, 
We had awards assemblies where I would make all the certificates, which I think 
made it a little more special for the kids, because they knew that I did it.  I would 
give out two-hundred, two-hundred, fifty certificates every quarter on various 
things.  We had ten different categories of awards. 
 
Ms. Reed’s biggest challenge was also getting teachers to move toward the vision 
of the school and toward a culture of learning.  She described the situation: 
The biggest challenge I had was getting teachers to move from—and I guess the 
No Child Left Behind was the real shot here—was to get teachers to realize that 
maybe what we had done in the past didn’t work any more, and they changed the 
rules on us.  I think that was the biggest challenge.  The teachers always worked 
well.  They did okay on standardized tests.  But when it became high-stakes, that 
was the biggest challenge I had.  I had some staff members that felt that what we 
had to do to prepare for No Child Left Behind, standards-based tests, the PSSA 
[Pennsylvania State System of Assessments], they felt that we were basically just 
teaching to the test.  And that was a huge challenge for me.  I guess, one of the 
ways I handled that situation was to collect data, to show these people that this is 
what we have done, this is what we did two years ago, this is what we did three 
years ago, this is what we did four years ago, and we’re just not making it.  We’ve 
always had a curriculum to follow, and you may call it ‘teaching to the test,’ but 
another way of looking at it is, that’s a new curriculum for us.  We try to establish 
a culture where we’re not only trying to meet these PSSA rankings, but also to 
create a climate where the kids do become lifelong learners.  It’s not just being 
able to add and subtract, multiply and divide anymore.  It’s not just being able to 
read something and know that ‘Bob fell into the lake.’  We need to know why Bob 
fell into the lake. 
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This undercurrent challenged the culture of learning, so Ms. Reed gathered data to show 
that the test to which they were teaching was linked to the curriculum, and had valuable 
content.  She sought to build consensus among the reluctant teachers, and then used their 
acceptance to bring the rest along.  She said, 
So, I had little discussions with specific teachers, and I’ll tell you why:  Some of 
the teachers who were really against making some of the changes, I felt that if I 
get them on my side, everybody else would fall in place.  I had three teachers who 
I felt were pretty stubborn.  I would spend time talking to them individually on 
various things.  We got to the point where we kind of agreed on some things, and 
they did buy into some of the newer things that we were trying to move into.  
Once people saw other people changes, the dominos were falling.  You always 
have that percentage of people who, if we say to them ‘we need to do this’ they 
are always going to do it.  Then you get that group in the middle who says, ‘let’s 
see how things go.’  Then you have that group at the end that, come hell or high 
water, aren’t going to change.  Those are the ones I focused on, and everything 
else seemed to fall into place. 
 
Ms. Reed was asked to comment on the sustainability of a culture of learning in a 
time of leadership succession.  She recommended that successor principals quickly learn 
the staff, who to go to, and where the power bases are.  She recommended that successors 
talk to predecessors about staff, and the unwritten rules of the school.  Finally, she 
recommended that the successor principal keep in mind the reason why the culture of 
learning exists—the students. 
Larger contexts 
Ms. Reed has a school community that is extremely active.  When it came time 
for the district to create their new strategic plan, they recruited members of the 
community.  She said, 
I think [the district’s and school’s visions] meshed almost hand in hand.  Once 
again, one of the reasons being is that when I got there, we were moving into the 
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new building.  In addition to that, that’s when I started building my community.  
That’s when the strategic plan started.  They needed people from the communities 
for the strategic plan.  A lot of people from my communities became committee 
members.  So, there was a gel there because a lot of the things we were starting to 
put in place are actually part of the strategic plan… A lot of the things that were 
in there were contributed from people who were in my community.  So, there 
wasn’t a lot of disarray or whatever you want to call it in the planning process. 
 
Therefore, the smaller school had a large influence on the larger context of the school 
district, and the direction of the district.  Otherwise, there was quite a nice connection 
between the established vision and culture of the school and the mission and strategic 
plan of the district. 
Leadership capacity 
Ms. Reed believed in accessing the professionals with whom she worked.  She 
said, 
I always thought that the people around me—they went to college.  They have 
some pretty decent degrees.  Why not tap into what they know and what they do? 
 
Ms. Reed cautioned against going to the same teachers time after time.  She claimed that 
doing so does not build capacity.  Instead, she involved every teacher as much as 
possible, and went to different teachers for different things.  She said, 
I think the thing that you would try to do the most is to, when something new 
comes across or you want to try something, is not to constantly go back to the 
same people every time.  Give everyone an opportunity to do something, even 
though it may not turn out to be of the quality you ask, they need to have the 
opportunity to participate in programs in the school.  I think you have to get as 
many people to experience those little committees or groups as you can.  Because, 
I think that learning helps them in future committees or things that they might be 
on.  So, try to get as many people involved in as many activities as you can, 
whether it be your principal’s advisory group, some sort of curriculum group, 
some kind of committee for the [parent and teacher association] to work on 
planning a school-wide picnic, whether it be a school-wide trip, whether it is a 
group of people who says ‘we need new software for the computer room.’  Let’s 
get some people together.  Or different books for the library. 
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This process allowed everyone to claim ownership.  She said, 
You need to know your staff.  You learn those people.  Like, I know that there are 
five or six people in my building who I could go to at any time with anything, and 
they would do it.  And there are often times I felt like I was setting them up for 
failure, because other people would say, ‘You always go to so-and-so for this.’  
That’s why it’s a balancing act, but there are certain things you do go to those 
people for because you know there’s a job to be done right now and very quickly.  
But there are so many other things that have to be done on a daily basis, and you 
have to tap resources from everybody else. 
 
She also built quality relationships with her staff members.  This allowed her to 
make personal pleas for assistance and participation from her staff members, and to 
involve the reluctant teachers.  She said 
[Regarding those who are reluctant to participate in distributed leadership], there 
are lesser roles for those people to play.  Maybe it’s even going to individuals and 
say, ‘Can you do me a favor?  Can you make me this schedule for our monthly 
breakfasts?’  It’s not that big of a thing.  It’s something they become involved in, 
and something that they can claim ownership to. They don’t have to be planning 
the ‘Spring Fling,’ or anything like that.  But give them things to do, because if 
you don’t spread the wealth, so to speak, this may group may get angry that 
they’re always the ones that [do the jobs in the school], and vice versa. 
 
She often went to staff members who were not the most active and asked them to help her 
as a favor.  Most did.  She said, 
I did that a lot.  I did that by saying ‘Help me,’ and it’s because of the 
relationships we established that it became easy to do.  They knew that when they 
came to me and said, ‘Can you help me?’ I would help them out.  We had a strong 
sense of community. 
 
 Ms. Reed shared most tasks with her staff members, and retained very little 
responsibility.  She described this: 
I would retain things like scheduling.  I would retain things like final budget 
considerations—preliminary budget discussions are open, but final budget I 
would pretty much keep at hand… Normal things like observations and 
evaluations.  Even though I opened this up later, originally I retained making the 
152 
 
class lists myself.  I asked for the teachers’ assistance in the process.  The reason I 
did that was my predecessor let the teachers do it, and what I noticed was that 
teachers at one grade level who were not crazy about certain teachers in the next 
grade level.  They would load their classes either one way or another, and that just 
didn’t work. 
 
When necessary, she would approach a teacher and ask him or her to “back off a little.”  
She described a situation like this: 
There were parameters.  There was this one teacher who always looked to help, 
but he overstepped his bounds.  When he did, I would always get an apology.  
But, that’s the risk you take when you allow everybody to take ownership.  I was 
not a dictator.  There were times that I would have to go to someone and say, 
‘You have to back off a little bit.’  And they understood.  Sometimes, I would 
give them an explanation. 
 
She saw herself as a “center on a basketball team,” distributing responsibilities to 
teachers on her team.  She explained: 
When it came to [distributing leadership,] I felt more like a center on a basketball 
team.  I would distribute things.  The ball would come to me, and I would look, 
and I would send it a different way… I would just send it to different people.  But 
it took years to do that. 
 
The key to building leadership capacity, she said, was that it takes time to do.  It needs to 
be a constant drive in the school. 
 To ensure that a successor can take over, she recommended that predecessor 
principals become very organized with management issues.  She has all of her checklists 
and forms available to people, including potential successors.  She described these: 
I’m pretty methodical.  I made checklists for various things.  For example, if a 
group of teachers were ready to take a field trip, I had a field trip checklist of 
things they had to do, even to the fact of what they needed to put on the 
permission slips that went home, when they had to contact the cafeteria.  I had 
forms for just about everything.  It just made things easier. 
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She also has a “tickler file” set up by month to prompt a successor what needs to be done 
during each month of the school year.  She said, 
I created a ‘tickler file’ for the new principal.  What I did was I had all the 
months, and I put in there things I do on a monthly basis.  Whether it be, for 
example, if American Education Week was coming up next month, I would have 
it in the previous month, just a notice of all the things I did for American 
Education Week, with suggestions of what to do in the future. 
 
Finally, she managed her budget in such a way that there is always a small amount of 
money to cover new initiatives and unexpected challenges a successor may face. 
 Summary 
 In summary, Ms. Reed articulated a vision that was held in her school to be 
educating all students with the resources they had.  She believed in asking the parent 
association for assistance, and in taking change slowly.  She believed that it was the role 
of the principal to make connections outside of school, and particularly to work with 
other schools within the district. 
 The culture in Ms. Reed’s school was one of listening and accepting change.  She 
would consciously acknowledge successes, and would even have contrived situations that 
put students in competition with each other so that students would have successes.  She 
believed that principals should learn the power bases in the school, and use them to their 
advantages. 
 Ms. Reed believed in influencing the larger context.  When the district needed 
people on the strategic plan committee, she ensured that there were many teachers and 
parents from the school on the committee.  Consequently, it allowed the beliefs of the 
school to influence the larger context. 
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 To build leadership capacity, she involved as many teachers in the school as she 
could.  She tried to have everyone involved in some capacity.  This allowed people to 
claim ownership of the school.  She also relied on relationships to ensure that everyone 
was involved.  To free herself to do these things, she had clear management practices in 
place for the school building. 
Comparison Chart for Topics 
 There were common themes that presented themselves when all four principals’ 
responses were compared.  These themes, and notes of what the principals said, are 
below. 
 
Table 3:  Comparison of Principals’ Beliefs 
Topic Mr. Sharpe Ms. Thompson Mr. Benneton Ms. Reed 
Building Consensus for the Vision 
Components 
of vision 
• Active 
Engagement of 
all students 
• Continuous 
improvement 
• Uses simple 
motto 
• Data-driven 
decisions 
• Literacy was a 
stress 
• Accountability 
• Effective 
instruction 
• Make learning 
interesting 
• Involve parents 
and community 
• Improve 
teachers 
through 
inservices 
• Community 
involvement is 
key 
• Learning for all 
students with 
the resources 
available 
• Parent 
involvement 
Establishing a 
vision 
• Teachers work 
as a team 
• Use transfers, 
resignations, 
and retirements 
to get the right 
people in place 
• Professional 
development of 
staff 
• Use interviews 
• Main Street 
Meetings 
• Accountability 
• Stress 
community of 
learners 
• Post data 
around school 
• Unity of 
purpose 
• Staff 
• Principal 
comes with 
ideals 
• Improve or 
replace staff 
members 
• Clear vision 
that is shared 
with 
community 
• Rationale 
• Be trustworthy 
• Rely on your 
history with the 
stakeholders 
• Meetings to 
help facilitate 
establishment 
of vision 
• Parent and 
community 
involvement 
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as a means to 
get quality staff 
• Show that 
strategies work 
• Collaborative 
and directive 
leadership 
• Set high 
expectations 
for students 
• Provide a lot of 
support for 
teachers 
• Be predictible 
retirements and 
resignations 
provided for 
vision 
• Frequent 
meetings to 
discuss vision 
 
• Work with 
reluctant staff 
to get them on 
your side 
• Must get buy in 
before 
beginning 
Continuing 
the vision 
• Host meetings 
and discussions 
• Publish 
thoughts and 
results 
• Teachers as 
collaborators 
• Increased 
accountability 
• Principal is 
leader, no 
counselor 
• Understand the 
poverty 
situation 
• Do not punish 
into behaving 
• Face-to-face 
communication 
• Make 
meaningful 
connections 
with the 
community 
• Principal’s role 
is to share 
• Use experts to 
help make the 
point 
• Principal is 
always 
accessible and 
visible 
• Work on team 
of principals 
• Be visible and 
accessible 
• Communicate 
with others 
Culture of Learning 
Preparatory 
Work 
• Principal must 
walk the talk 
• Be consistent 
• Principal as 
instructional 
leader 
• Communicate 
frequently 
• Rehearse 
difficult 
communication 
• Challenge was 
creative 
optimists 
• Get perspective 
• Reliance on 
data 
• Do not hesitate 
on creating 
solutions 
• Faculty 
meetings were 
classes 
• Face-to-face 
communication 
• Acknowledge 
own deficits 
• Rely on own 
strengths 
• Be consistent 
• Learning 
means learning 
for all, 
principal 
included 
• Meaningful 
relationships 
with 
stakeholders 
• Relationships 
are key.  
Friendships 
help 
• Organizational 
strategies were 
refined 
• All can learn 
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of candidates 
• In interviews 
share beliefs of 
district 
• Needs freedom 
to be principal 
• Facilitate, 
rather than 
prescribe 
• Make 
connections in 
the community 
• Solid 
organizational 
strategies in 
place 
Stewardship 
of a Culture 
• Support 
teachers 
• Challenge was 
low standards 
• Listen to your 
staff 
• Form 
committees and 
have teacher 
participation 
• Continue to 
push for 
excellence 
• Understand the 
environment 
• Demonstrate 
successes 
• Acknowledge 
successes with 
staff 
• All students 
can learn. 
• Science-based 
learning 
• Focus on 
meaningful 
instruction 
• Successful 
pedagogy 
• Show 
successes 
• Listen to 
stakeholders 
• Observations 
are key 
 
Interaction Between School and Larger Contexts 
Interaction 
with Larger 
Context 
• Not perfect but 
very good 
• Disjointed 
between school 
and larger 
context 
• Add to the 
district goals if 
they are not 
enough 
• Influence the 
school district 
• Go above and 
beyond the 
district 
• Nobody had to 
tell her that 
learning is 
important. 
• Influenced the 
larger context 
during her 
tenure 
Build Leadership Capacity 
Principals’ 
Beliefs about 
Leadership 
capacity 
• Put leaders in 
quasi-
administrative 
roles 
• Work with 
parents 
• Share in talent 
areas 
• Leadership is 
everyone’s 
responsibility 
• Find people’s 
strengths and 
use them 
• Base it on the 
need of the 
teachers 
•  
• Everyone has a 
role 
• Should be 
focused on 
identified need 
of school 
• Teachers work 
on their 
strength areas 
• Everyone must 
help with 
leadership 
responsibilities 
• Find small 
roles on 
committees for 
everyone 
• Should be 
based on 
strengths 
Roles for 
Principals and 
• Never expect 
teachers to 
• Share 
responsibilities.  
• Principal 
shares 
• Principal keeps 
management 
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Teachers judge other 
teachers 
• Interview 
participation 
for teachers 
• Provide 
administrative 
back-up 
Principal 
introduces, 
teacher 
presents 
• Share 
leadership 
tasks, not just 
management 
• Be friendly, but 
not friends 
responsibility 
• Teachers lead 
activities 
jobs 
• Princiapl 
shares all other 
tasks, and 
seeks 
volunteers 
from everyone 
 
Building a Consensus of Vision 
Common Threads of Vision 
 All participants—that is, both principals and their stakeholders—were asked to 
articulate the vision of their school.  The purpose of this line of questioning was to 
determine what, if any, correlation there was between each exemplary principal’s answer 
and the answers of his or her stakeholders.  In each case, there was a tight correlation 
between the descriptions by the individuals. 
 Interestingly, there was also a tight correlation—albeit not as strong as multiple 
answers given about individual schools—between all of the answers provided about all 
four schools in question.  It appears, therefore, that exemplary principals have not only 
built a consensus among groups of stakeholders about the visions of their schools, but 
also have similar visions when compared to other exemplary principals’ schools. 
 Five common threads emerged in the analysis of the data.  A number of schools 
had as their stated vision that “all students can learn.”  The participants in this study 
explicitly described the process for that to occur as “data-driven continual progress.”  
Parents, teachers, and principals all said that their schools were one with “community and 
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parent involvement.”  All four schools were described as a place where students have 
“meaningful educational experiences.”  Special note was made in the descriptions of 
three schools that they valued “teacher improvement,” but the fourth demonstrated this 
trait in answers to other questions. 
 All students can learn 
A teacher from Mr. Benneton’s school was asked to describe the vision of the 
school.  She quickly replied, “The building had a mission statement, and the principal 
stuck to it.  It was to educate all children, and to support families.”  The parent 
interviewed from the same school said, “At the end of the day, it’s all about academics.”  
She described the vision to be the betterment of all students with parent involvement.  
Ms. Reed described the vision of her school to be a place where they educate every child 
with the resources they had, while allowing individuals to do what they needed to be 
successful.  Later, in her description of the interaction between the school and the district, 
she said, “We took a look at some of the things the district was thinking of putting into 
place—trying to educate the whole child, putting [the kids] as priorities, and looking at 
students as individuals.”  Mr. Sharpe specifically noted that their vision included finding 
ways to include special education students into the educational environment.  In all of 
these cases, a common thread was that all students were expected to learn, and were 
treated as individuals in the learning process. 
 
 
 Data-driven continual progress 
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 Mr. Sharpe’s school established the phrase, “continual progress” as a descriptor 
for moving each child forward from where they are, on a daily basis.  His stakeholders 
used the phrase, and consistently explained what it meant.  They used data to determine 
whether the students were making that continual progress. 
 In Ms. Thompson’s school, data-driven decision-making was a way of doing 
business.  They posted data around the school, because as Ms. Thompson herself said, 
“You can’t argue with the data.”  Teachers were put on teams to analyze the data, and 
their teams moved from having opinions about the school’s progress to actually analyzing 
the data,  This allowed the building to quickly determine its needs, and therefore agree on 
a vision of learning. 
 Community and parent involvement 
 The parent interviewed from Ms. Reed’s school described the vision of the school 
as a place where parents were always welcome.  There was a lot of volunteering 
opportunities, according to her.  Both teachers agreed, with one saying that the main 
vision was community outreach with a lot of parental involvement.  Ms. Reed likewise 
described the vision of the school to be one where community volunteers are encouraged. 
 As stated earlier, a teacher in Mr. Benneton’s school described the mission of his 
school to be “to support families.”  The parent interviewed from the same school likewise 
said that the vision of the school was the betterment of students with parents involved. 
 A number of stakeholders from each of the schools described the vision of their 
school as a “community of lifelong learners.”  In each of these cases, the context of the 
answer included parents as members of this community. 
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 Meaningful educational experiences 
 Ms. Thompson recited the motto of her school:  “A place where students listen 
and learn.”  The parent from Ms. Reed’s school stated the vision of the school as “a place 
where students enjoyed learning.”  Mr. Sharpe described the vision of his school to 
include “active engagement of kids.”  Mr. Benneton cited “a focus on academics, 
teaching, and learning” in the context of meaningful experiences.  In all these cases, the 
common thread of providing meaningful educational experiences that capture the 
students’ attention and promote a love of learning repeatedly appeared. 
 Teacher improvement 
 To accomplish these, the final common thread of the vision statements of schools 
with exemplary principals included providing for teacher improvement.  A teacher in Mr. 
Benneton’s school described clearly that the vision of the school included teachers as 
lifelong learners.  Mr. Sharpe described the established vision of his school as including 
professional learning communities.  A teacher interviewed about Ms. Reed said that the 
vision of the school was very much a community within the school, which included the 
continual learning of teachers. 
Establishing a Vision 
 A common thread in all of the interviews was the critical role of the principal in 
the establishment of the vision.  Some describe this as translating into “his vision” or “her 
vision,” but when discussed further, it emerged that the vision was established and agreed 
to by all.  The exemplary principal’s responsibility, however, is to manage the process of 
establishing a vision for the school. 
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 Principal as source of ideals 
 For a community-wide vision to take root, it must begin with an ideal.  Mr. 
Sharpe and one of his teachers both said that they see the role of the principal to be 
identifying and articulating that ideal around which the vision would be established.  In 
his case, this ideal was to make learning interesting and meaningful.  Mr. Benneton 
identified his own scholarship and graduate studies as a catalyst for identifying the ideal 
of his school, which was building community ties. 
 In fact, a teacher interviewed about Mr. Sharpe described the manner through 
which he identified and prepared the ideal for presentation to staff.  She said that he 
participated in pre-planning, organization, and utilized his own research—he was well 
read.  She summarized, “He made people see the vision, and they believed it.”  To 
accomplish this, Mr. Benneton gave personal time.  A parent added, “Lots of it.  [He] was 
dedicated.” 
 Ms. Thompson had a unique strategy, and one that worked particularly well for 
her.  After identifying her ideal, data-driven diagnostic teaching, she initiated a short 
daily assembly with the entire student body and staff—the “Main Street Morning 
Meetings.”  She clearly described the ideal.  The students and parents bought into the 
ideal, which held the entire staff—principal included—accountable to both the 
community and students.  There was clear disclosure about the direction of the school, 
and it was the stakeholders’ responsibility to further flesh-out the details of the vision 
through a collaborative process. 
 Development and buy-in 
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 At this point, the vision is in its infancy stage.  It is an ideal, and maybe just a 
couple of adjectives.  As Mr. Sharpe said during the interview, the principal may come 
with the idea, but it is the team who must buy into it.  It becomes further developed 
through discussions with staff and parents.  Mr. Benneton was particularly adept at this 
step.  His staff was made available to participate in five half-hour meetings per week, 
according to the teacher’s Collective Bargaining Agreement.  Rather than participate in 
five half-hour meetings, he arranged with the staff to have two one-hour meetings and 
one half-hour meetings per week.  Vision was the topic of discussion at these meetings, 
and how learning was affected.  In his interview, he clearly said that dialogue with 
stakeholders was crucial to the successful development of that vision. 
 The next step in the development and consensus-building of a vision is to hold the 
building accountable for results toward that vision.  As described previously Ms. 
Thompson held her “Main Street Morning Meetings.”  At these meetings, she shared 
student work that supported that vision.  She likewise posted data around the school.  Mr. 
Sharpe’s district had “open enrollment.”  That is, parents could choose which elementary 
school their children attended, with some procedural stipulations and limitations imposed 
on the decision.  This provided an external accountability for the staff members, as their 
enrollment could drop.  Likewise, Mr. Benneton’s school, as a magnet school, faced 
dwindling enrollment upon the onset of his tenure.  In both of these cases, there was a 
clear motivation for doing well. 
 A teacher interviewed about Mr. Sharpe said that he came with the idea, and 
showed it would work.  A second teacher said that once teachers saw the results, they 
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were willing to put in long and extra hours.  That same teacher said that parents bought 
into the vision when their children were successful.  Parents, teachers, and students all 
had pride in their results.  It seems, therefore, that exemplary principals arrange for early 
successes, and also advertising those successes to key stakeholders. 
 Clarify and communicate vision 
 Ms. Thompson was asked what the vision of her school is.  She replied that the 
motto of her school is “A place where students listen and learn.”  The clear and 
unambiguous nature of that vision, as expressed in a motto format, helped with the 
consensus-building.  Her “Main Street Morning Meetings” helped reinforce it through the 
emphasis on data-gathering.  Everyone knew where they were, and more importantly, 
where they were going.  Mr. Sharpe echoed the need for clear expectations during his 
interview. 
 To further clarify the vision, exemplary principals facilitated dialogue with and 
between key stakeholders.  Mr. Sharpe involved the parent and teacher organization 
heavily, according to the parent interviewed from the school.  He held parent night 
workshops, curriculum nights, and discussions to clarify and build acceptance of the 
vision.  Everyone had a voice at these meetings.  So this point is not undervalued, Mr. 
Sharpe attributed these open discussions of ideas as “crucial to [his] success” in 
developing a consensus of vision. 
 Mr. Benneton’s situation was similar.  He involved all stakeholders in discussions 
about the vision of the school.  He said, “Everybody was all on the same page as to what 
we wanted for our kids, and what the expectations were for us.”  That communication 
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appears to be of paramount importance at this stage.  Mr. Benneton continued with the 
warning to realize that every interaction is important.  He cautioned that a principal does 
not know what people will remember and will think is important.  Therefore, “you must 
always be on your game.” 
 Throughout that refining process of the vision, the results have to be 
communicated to stakeholders at large.  In the previous point, exemplary principals had 
dialogues with smaller groups of stakeholders.  In this point, exemplary principals 
facilitated the dissemination of information to larger stakeholder groups. 
 Mr. Sharpe relied heavily on staff to assist with the publicity of the vision of the 
school.  He cited his use of staff members to publish their results and thoughts to the 
public as helping this cause.  A parent interviewed from his school mentioned that 
teachers were encouraged to use parent-teacher conference time to describe the vision of 
the school, and that experienced teachers were asked to share with inexperienced teachers 
and with new parents about the vision of the school. 
 The principal also has a role in this publicity, of course.  Three of the interviewed 
principals addressed this differently.  Mr. Benneton was a frequent publisher of school 
successes to the larger community.  These successes and this publicity, he believed, 
helped build a consensus toward that vision.  Mr. Sharpe involved the parent and teacher 
organization in the dissemination of that information, which helped build the consensus 
of his school’s vision.  The contents of Ms. Thompson’s “Main Street Morning 
Meetings” were not secret.  Students would bring this information home to parents.  This 
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likewise reinforced the vision of the school through repetition and dissemination by 
students. 
 Staff development or replacement 
 Mr. Sharpe described a key to successful development and acceptance of the 
vision of his school to be a focus on continuous teacher improvement.  He said, “There’s 
no such thing as standing still” when it comes to teacher improvement.  A parent 
interviewed from his school agreed.  She said that his emphasis was to build and sustain 
the work ethic, thereby continuing to build teacher capacity.  To do this, he worked with 
key teachers and created staff development opportunities that were specific to strategies.  
He emphasized looking for these strategies when he conducted observations of teachers. 
 Ms. Thompson’s focus on data in her school provided a catalyst for teachers to 
participate in their own improvement.  Teachers participated in school improvement 
teams, but the decisions were not based on opinions—they were based on the data 
collected.  Again, Ms. Thompson is quoted saying, “You can’t argue with the data.”  
After this change, for the first time nobody left the meeting angry or upset.  Nobody left 
saying that they could not make a difference.  With a laugh, she recounted an amusing 
anecdote.  The administrators conducted a midyear teacher survey of all the changes they 
had implemented.  In the survey, there was an open-ended question asking teachers 
whether they felt as though they were making a difference.  One teacher wrote, “I hope 
so, because I’m killing myself trying to help these kids to read.”  Her teachers were 
dedicated because they believed in the vision.  As a teacher in Mr. Benneton’s school 
described the climate in that shcool, “Everyone was an overachiever.  It was contagious.” 
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 Some staff were reluctant to participate in this change.  In Mr. Benneton’s school, 
there were teachers who were comfortable with their pedagogy and unwilling to change.  
Some retired and others transferred to other schools.  Mr. Sharpe experienced a similar 
situation.  Ms. Thompson, as a younger administrator, perhaps had the most challenging 
situation, however.  She had teachers openly defy those directives designed to promote 
the vision of the school.  In one case, she asked a teacher to change one aspect of his 
lesson planning.  She checked on the progress the next week, only to find that the teacher 
had not made the change.  When asked, the teacher openly admitted to the defiant act, 
explaining he did it to see if she “had a backbone.”  In all three of these situations, the 
principal relied on retirements and transfers to remove some of the teachers reluctant to 
accept the established vision.  They had to show they were serious and committed, and it 
was a slow process. 
 All of the principals indicated the importance of hiring new staff committed to the 
vision of the school.  Mr. Sharpe explained the vision during the interview process, and 
had a discussion with the candidates about the vision.  Mr. Benneton recalled that he and 
his teachers would say at hiring time, “At [this school], here’s how we do things.”  He 
offered that this consensus at the interview helped with new teachers, as well as 
reminding veteran teachers.  It was easy to point to this established practice with both of 
these groups. 
 Meetings and Collaboration for Teachers 
 Teachers are crucial for the success of the establishment and acceptance of a 
vision by all stakeholders.  It is with the teachers that the vision becomes reality.  
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Providing opportunities for teachers to meet, discuss, and learn about the vision, and what 
it entails, will more fully provide for success. 
 “I always felt that the people around me—they went to college.  They have some 
pretty decent degrees.  Why not tap into what they know and what they do?”  Ms. Reed 
asked this rhetorical question during her interview.  She relied heavily on teachers, and 
their expertise, in the acceptance of the vision of her school.  Ms. Reed had a unique 
opportunity at the start of her tenure.  A new building was being built for her school to 
occupy midyear.  This provided her the opportunity to open a dialogue with the 
community, both teachers and parents, to ensure that the vision of the school was clear 
and accepted.  She used these conversations to build an acceptance of her, to build a trust 
in what she was proposing, and to build a consensus of the vision of the school. 
 During this process, Ms. Reed sought and accepted teacher input.  She formed 
building advisory committees, which looked at what was working in the previous 
building and what needed to change.  Teachers were integral to the success of these 
committees, as they lived the school experience for years.  A teacher in her school 
agreed.  She said that Ms. Reed always accepted teachers’ opinions.  They “did it all 
together as a team.” 
 Ms. Thompson likewise formed a formal team of teachers.  Hers was the school 
improvement team, and it relied on deciding what data would need to be gathered, 
gathering that data, and analyzing it.  By keeping the team of teachers focused on the 
vision of the school, data-driven improvement, she built that acceptance. 
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 Likewise, Mr. Sharpe sought to gain acceptance of the vision by having 
stakeholders, including teachers, serve as team and committee leaders.  One of his 
teachers proudly offered that it was the first time she felt part of a team professionally, 
and that she was part of the development of a solution.  All stakeholders had a voice on 
these teams.  A teaching colleague of hers agreed, placing special emphasis on the 
building of consensus and maintaining focus on the vision. 
 Two pieces of advice from Mr. Benneton were to get input from teachers and to 
keep an open dialogue with key stakeholders. A teacher agreed that he put this into 
practice.  She said that they met frequently, but everyone was listened to.  Everyone’s 
voice was heard with the goal of consensus. 
 Along with the consensus, exemplary principals provided opportunities for 
teachers to professionally collaborate and develop their skills.  Mr. Benneton was 
particularly skilled at this.  As previously mentioned he held two one-hour meetings and 
one half-hour meeting weekly with the goal of learning about, developing, and building 
consensus about the vision.  In addition, he began a lending library for the faculty, with 
books that promoted the vision.  Teachers were encouraged to develop and present 
professional development opportunities that were on areas of their strengths and other 
teachers’ needs—for example, computers or writing.  He arranged to provide resources 
from outside agencies and from the school district to help teachers develop their skills 
necessary to accept the vision and to make it a reality. 
Continuing the Vision 
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 A principal may find himself or herself in a school where there is already an 
established vision that requires no change. The principal should focus on continuing that 
vision.  In these cases, a new set of skills is necessary.  This skill set includes connecting 
the school and community, working in a team environment, being accessible and visible, 
and understanding and accepting of the role of the principal. 
 Connecting the school and community 
 In Mr. Sharpe’s school, the parents were heavily involved, particularly through 
the efforts of the parent and teacher organization.  They held parent night workshops that 
focused on understanding the vision once it was established.  Mr. Benneton likewise was 
heavily involved in the parent and teacher association, and ensured that their regularly-
scheduled meetings had some academic and educational component.  This kept everyone 
squarely focused on the vision of the school. 
 Ms. Reed made community participation a main area of focus.  In fact, the vision 
of her school was that of a community of learners, which included parents.  Like Mr. 
Sharpe and Mr. Benneton, she was closely involved in the parent and teacher 
organization, as validated by a teacher in her school.  A parent, however, made specific 
note of the volunteering and visitation opportunities that Ms. Reed made available to 
parents and grandparents of students in her school.   
Ms. Reed was very accessible to the community members, as well.  As mentioned 
previously, this perception was first established when she inherited the school building 
project.  Her establishment of an open dialogue with community members had them trust 
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her, and perceive her as genuine and dedicated.  This carried over to her interactions after 
the vision was established. 
The parent and teacher organization in Ms. Reed’s school was particularly giving, 
as was the entire community.  She encouraged it, and sought ways that the community 
could give, thereby promoting the vision of the school as a community of learners.  Once, 
after a student passed away following a long battle with a terminal illness, a teacher 
sought to create a memorial walk in her memory.  Ms. Reed encouraged it and helped 
facilitate the community involvement.  The memorial walk still continues, but now 
complete with local bands, concessions and the accompanying press coverage.  It has 
raised enough money to donate facilities in this student’s memory to an organization 
providing assistance to families of children with terminal illnesses. 
Principals are not alone 
Exemplary principals maintain the consensus of vision through daily interactions 
with community, staff, students, and the larger context.  The challenge is to continue this 
when the principal is absent for a period of time.  Mr. Benneton succinctly described the 
quandary:  “You want your school to run without you, but not so that they forget about 
you and say, ‘What does [he] do here?’  You are the leader, but everybody really has 
responsibility so if you are gone for a week, the school doesn’t skip a beat.”  He 
recommended that principals find peoples’ strengths and use them. 
Every principal strives for the smooth operation of his or her school, and within 
the established and accepted vision of that school, while the principal is present.  Many 
probably give thought to plannedshort-term absences, and some may plan for the 
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unexpected short-term absences.  Mr. Benneton asks that other principals take it a step 
further.  “The sign of a good leader is that things continue when you are gone.”  The 
challenge, therefore, is for principals to ensure their vision continues when they are gone 
long-term from the school.  Ms. Thompson has an assistant principal, and ensures that 
she shares responsibilities with him.  He understands the vision of the school, and can 
continue in her long-term absence.  Likewise, Mr. Sharpe works closely with two 
teacher-leaders who could ensure that the school’s established vision continues in his 
absence. 
Exemplary principals use the resources in their schools to ensure the established 
vision perseveres.  The obvious personnel resource available in a school is the teaching 
staff, and this has been discussed at length previously.  Mr. Benneton ensured those not-
so-obvious personnel resources were also utilized.  He ensured that the lunchroom staff, 
the custodial staff, and the secretarial staff all understood the vision and their role in its 
progression.  Ms. Reed likewise saw the school as a community of learners, with all 
participants in that community teaching others and learning from others.  These 
participants included the paraprofessional staff, as well as the staff mentioned previously.  
She also included the transportation staff in bus behavior games, allowing students to see 
them as authority figures. 
Exemplary principals do not utilize the resources in their schools only.  Mr. 
Benneton asked outside experts to come to the school periodically to assist with the 
continuation of the vision.  Ms. Reed likewise accessed resources, and in her case it was 
other school principals.  Each had a specialty, and they called each other when they 
172 
 
needed a specialist.  She said during her interview, “Highly successful administrators, I 
think, have the ability to draw information from people outside that they know have 
expertise in particular areas.” 
Principal accessibility and visibility 
Mr. Benneton was always visible and accessible to his staff, students, and parents.  
He was there at after-school meetings and available before school.  The consensus 
adjective used by his teachers and the parent interviewed to describe Mr. Benneton was 
“hard working.”  He gave a lot of personal time to accomplish his goal of visibility and 
accessibility.  A parent noted, “[He] was dedicated!”  It appears that exemplary principals 
make that decision to be accessible, and then have the challenge of balancing their 
personal lives.  The parent followed with her belief that Mr. Benneton’s successor will 
have a big challenge trying to live up to Mr. Benneton’s dedication to the school.  Mr. 
Benneton recommends that principals keep in mind that every interaction, regardless of 
length or quality, is important.  They all build an impression, and we do not know what 
people will remember and will think is important. 
Mr. Sharpe likewise was very active in his school and community.  He was visible 
at parent and teacher organization meetings, and lived in the area.  Even today, families 
of his previous students live in his neighborhood.  Ms. Thompson was visible to all of her 
students every morning in her “Main Street Morning Meetings.” 
Every school morning between 8:30 A.M. and 8:50 A.M., Ms. Reed could be 
found in the same spot—in a rocking chair at the end of the hallway.  All students 
entering the school had to pass by this location, and she greeted them.  She knew each 
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student’s name, and would ask about a student’s baseball game, sick family member, or 
whatever was happening in the lives of her students.  She was visible to staff and family 
there, as well.  Her presence and visibility promoted the vision of the school as a 
community of learners. 
A teacher in her school said of Ms. Reed that “everyone respected [her.]  Even if 
you didn’t agree with everything [she] said, [she] would take the time to listen.  [Ms. 
Reed] made school great.”  A parent confirmed that Ms. Reed knew everyone, and 
allowed herself to be seen after school and in a number of environments.  Ms. Reed is a 
“good sport” in addition to being a very refined woman.  As a reward to students for 
some academic achievement, she kissed a pig in front of the students. 
This visibility appears to be crucial for the successful continuation of an 
established vision.  The principal must be a visible and accessible leader who knows what 
people are thinking, who can determine who needs extra justification for the vision, and 
who finds incentives to keep stakeholders focused. 
 The principal’s role 
 To properly continue the promotion of an established vision, the exemplary 
principals recognized their proper role, as well as identified challenges that their 
successors might face in continuing that vision.  They recommend that principals 
understand those roles. 
 Ms. Reed simply said about the principalship in the context of established vision, 
“You must really love the job.”  That “job” that she references is the listening and 
leading.  She recommended that principals starting in a school with an established vision 
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keep things as they were for the first year, form an advisory committee, and listen to their 
ideas.  Mr. Benneton agreed, saying that the first year, a new principal tries to figure out 
the operations of the school, and the second year it becomes his or her school.  Mr. 
Sharpe agreed that listening is a key strategy and skill that a new principal must 
undertake, but cautions about realizing the difference between a principal and a 
counselor.  The new school needs a leader, not a therapist. 
 In Ms. Thompson’s school last year, there were 150 out-of-school suspensions.  A 
challenge she naturally faced was keeping learning as a priority when all of her time 
during the school day could be diverted to discipline issues.  Mr. Benneton agreed, but 
spoke more generally.  Rather than focusing solely on discipline, he said that a challenge 
leaders face is keeping focused on the vision when general building management 
responsibilities become a higher priority.  One way he recommended to do this is to “find 
people’s strengths and use them.”  In his perspective, everyone has to have responsibility 
for the management of the school. 
 According to Ms. Thompson, some principals experience a “honeymoon year,” 
where things seem to operate smoothly.  Mr. Benneton and Ms. Thompson both keep a 
binder of building operations that someone could read, and these sort of strategies 
implemented by the predecessor may promote that “honeymoon year” experience.  Ms. 
Reed recommends that an incoming principal arrange a one-to-two-week overlap period 
to assist with this transition.  She recommended that a new principal in a school with an 
established vision not focus on managing that vision his or her first year, but rather 
ensure that the management issues are discussed first.  She did caution, however, that a 
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principal not become complacent and over-confident toward the end of his or her first 
year as a principal.  If a predecessor principal implemented these strategies, the building 
may operate successfully and smoothly for one year.  After that, it is the new principal’s 
responsibility and challenge. 
 A new principal may also need to accept the esteemed status of the previous 
principal, which may make forwarding an already-established vision challenging.  Ms. 
Reed opined that it is challenging to follow a great principal.  A parent interviewed from 
her school agreed, having said about a new principal, “He [would have] such big shoes to 
fill.”  This parent continued by saying that a successor would need to be accessible and 
“part of the family.”  The parent interviewed from Mr. Benneton’s school agreed.  “The 
successor definitely has big shoes to fill, but every leader is different in their own way.”  
As described before, Mr. Benneton’s work ethic will serve as a measuring stick for any 
future principal. 
Stewarding a Culture of Learning 
Preparatory Work 
 A principal is responsible for stewarding a culture of learning within his or her 
school.  The exemplary principals interviewed, as well as their stakeholders, made it clear 
that this task of stewardship is not something that can be undertaken all at once.  It is 
something that requires a fair amount of foundational work.  To build a strong foundation 
based on trust and mutual purpose, the leader should develop relationships, create and 
maintain organizational strategies, and recognize that a culture of learning means 
establishing for everyone a community of learners. 
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 Developing relationships with stakeholders 
 A principal who faces the task of setting that foundation will likely have to 
develop relationships with stakeholders.  Ms. Reed’s school was very strongly a culture 
of learning, with their established vision being a community of learners.  To develop that 
community, she needed to understand the environment in which she was developing 
these relationships.  She recommends that a principal in this situation first talk to 
previous administrators so the principal could understand the unwritten rules of the 
school.  The predecessors should make themselves available to successors, and 
successors should seek out the predecessors and their knowledge. 
 When this principal has a firm understanding of the environment, he or she will 
also understand the power bases and personnel alignments in the school.  It is important, 
Ms. Reed said, to understand the strengths and weaknesses of personnel in the school, 
who to access for what need, and who will likely provide challenges to specific ideas. 
 At this point, a principal must decide how to steward the culture of learning given 
the environment he or she has.  There may be reluctant teachers.  Mr. Benneton 
recommended that principals should make it clear, through all interactions with these 
reluctant teachers that the principals believe in the culture of learning and the established 
vision, and to wait to see what happens.  Ms. Reed’s strategy is to work to convince 
reluctant teachers to adhere to the established vision and to promote the culture of 
learning.  Once reluctant teachers were in line, that would significantly help with 
continuation of the culture of learning.  She also cautioned that principals not 
underestimate the power of support staff in the promotion of a culture of learning. 
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 Mr. Sharpe asked that principals develop relationships—that they do not “come in 
as the Lone Ranger.”  Leaders, as a whole, typically have refined people skills.  One 
challenge principals may face is balancing relationships and friendships.  Mr. Sharpe 
identified this challenge as “treating everyone fairly, and not showing favorites.”  Ms. 
Reed was previously a teacher association president in the school district in which she is 
a principal.  Consequently, she had friendships already established with teachers in her 
school and district.  She continued those friendships as principal, and balanced her 
interactions with staff. 
 Ms. Thompson, on the other hand, succinctly and clearly described her practice of 
friendships and relationships with staff members.  She said it is more important to 
develop relationships than friendships.  She consciously tries not to socialize with staff 
members in a non-professional atmosphere.  She keeps her relationships professional, 
respectful, and kind.  This allows there to be a clear delineation who is the leader of the 
school.  She recommended that principals not concern themselves with how popular they 
are with their staff members, and to keep a culture of learning as the first priority.  Doing 
so requires courage. 
 A cornerstone to developing relationships with staff is to build trust with 
stakeholders.  Exemplary principals do this in a number of ways.  Mr. Sharpe always 
strove to be seen by staff members as a facilitator, rather than a micromanager or one 
who prescribes solutions.  He created committees so people could synergize, and allowed 
teachers to teach in ways that were comfortable and successful for them. 
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Mr. Sharpe said that a principal must also “walk the talk.”  That is, he or she must 
be consistent, a successful practice for building trust.  He focused on teacher participation 
to build the culture, and treated everyone fairly.  He said, “The biggest thing is to model 
in your relationships, and in your interactions, professionally to be concerned about 
people and to be real clear that you want kids to be their absolute best.” 
Finally, to build trust, the exemplary principals interviewed kept in mind that their 
stakeholders were people with feelings, needs, and anxieties.  Ms. Reed would write 
letters of thanks and for personnel files.  Having ascended to the principalship from the 
ranks of teachers in her school district, she maintained close friendships with many of the 
staff members, including support staff.  Mr. Sharpe would rehearse with staff members 
before they would have to face a difficult parent, thereby acknowledging that the staff 
members had anxieties, as well. 
The exemplary principals had challenges to overcome with the development of 
relationships with stakeholders.  At times, teachers were not cooperative with the 
promotion of the culture of learning.  Mr. Benneton had a challenge moving all teachers 
along with the school.  Two were not in total agreement.  One teacher requested a 
transfer, and one retired, both after realizing that Mr. Benneton was not yielding.  Ms. 
Reed agreed that a significant challenge was encouraging a small number of teachers to 
move from past practices to the future vision and culture.  She kept working with those 
teachers until they were strong proponents of the direction of the school.  Mr. Sharpe’s 
challenge was dealing with what he termed “creative optimists.”  These teachers would 
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flit from one strategy to another, fully believing at the time that each could be successful.  
His challenge was to “ground” these teachers in successful pedagogy. 
Another challenge exemplary principals faced to the development of relationships 
with stakeholders was challenging parents.  Mr. Sharpe noted this challenge, but also 
added that open enrollment in his district allowed parents to choose their elementary 
school.  Some of these challenging parents left.  Others would cause problems for 
teachers, with whom Mr. Sharpe would rehearse interactions beforehand.   
Development and maintenance of organization strategies 
According to the four exemplary principals and the stakeholders interviewed, if a 
principal takes care of the management of the school through quality organization 
strategies, the teachers are freed to practice their craft.  This began with the placement of 
staff members into their areas of strength.  Ms. Reed sought to move staff members to 
areas of strength, and Mr. Benneton hired some as curriculum coaches in the building.  In 
the latter case, he would supplement the move with ongoing professional development 
opportunities for those coaches.  This was brought from the idea that a team needed to 
accomplish the tasks of the school, not simply one principal. 
Once teachers were in their areas of strength, the expectation for behavior 
conducive to learning was stressed for students.  In Ms. Thompson’s “Main Street 
Morning Meetings,” she emphasized proper classroom behavior, and showed pictures of 
students demonstrating this behavior.  Her school’s motto of “a place where students 
listen and learn” emphasized this goal.  Ms. Reed also maintained a school where 
behavior conducive to learning was stressed.  A teacher interviewed from her school 
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described quiet halls, and a place where everyone knew it was important to teach the 
curriculum.  According to her, they had tremendous support from Ms. Reed to do so. 
Ms. Reed also distributed a daily email entitled, “Daily Notes.”  In it, 
management issues were communicated to teachers.  They were reassured that times of 
assemblies, upcoming events in the school, and what was occurring in the school today.  
As one teacher described it, it “freed teachers to teach.”  They knew the business of the 
school was taken care of.  In addition, this strategy was a communication tool that 
allowed teachers to take ownership of management challenges.  In Ms. Thompson’s 
school, that ownership was valued.  The goal there was that many people knew what was 
upcoming, so another could take charge if necessary. 
There are still tasks and procedures that were necessary to ensure the safe and 
successful operations of the school, so that a culture of learning could be maintained.  
Both Mr. Benneton and Ms. Thompson created a binder of school procedures for an 
emergency successor.  Ms. Reed created a binder of procedures, as well, but 
supplemented it with all forms and checklists she created for events, a file of ideas for 
each month, and extra money in a school account to cover unanticipated problems a 
successor may face.  These practices all provided a sort of insurance for the continued 
smooth operations of the schools. 
Learning for all 
When those in education think of a “culture of learning,” that they think of 
students learning is a given.  Exemplary principals do not solely think of students when 
they strive to promote and steward a culture of learning.  Exemplary principals consider 
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the learning of parents.  A parent from Mr. Sharpe’s school said that, from her 
perspective, parent night workshops promoted a culture of learning.  Mr. Sharpe 
constantly strove to include parents in the live of the school, as well as the learning of the 
school.  Ms. Reed likewise sought to integrate learning and the parent and teacher 
organization into all aspects of the school culture. 
Exemplary principals consider the learning of teachers.  For many, this begins 
with a culture shift in the school.  Ms. Reed’s goal was to promote a culture of 
acceptance of change, and one challenge to that was teachers who were reluctant to 
change.  One change that Mr. Benneton instituted was having impromptu conversations 
with staff about pedagogy, in the way that many others have conversations with staff 
about their social plans.  This subtle shift demonstrated to teachers that he was serious 
about their learning, as well. 
At times, that sense of culture shift appears when teachers are no longer placed in 
either an isolation or competition situation, but a collaborative one.  A teacher in Mr. 
Benneton’s school described the culture as one where teachers were encouraged to share 
with each other.  A teacher from Mr. Sharpe’s school described the culture as one of 
change, growth, and respect, with an emphasis on collaboration rather than competition.  
Mr. Sharpe described it this way:  “Most people are looking for some leadership and 
some direction that is collaborative, that appreciates what they do, yet helps them see, 
perhaps, a better way to do it.”  Mr. Benneton hired and encouraged the use of coaches 
for exactly that purpose. 
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Coaches help teachers focus on identifying and helping to remediate their own 
areas of relative weakness.  In Ms. Thompson’s school the entire school worked on 
determining what specific areas of weakness specific students have, and what they can do 
to remediate those areas.  Her staff meetings look less like a traditional staff meeting—
staff discussing the most recent managerial issue in depth—and more like a class for 
teachers, using all the good pedagogy that she knows works.  A teacher in Mr. 
Benneton’s school began to once again take advantage of professional development, and 
even pushed herself to earn National Board Certification, all due to the newfound 
emphasis on learning for teachers. 
Sometimes, a principal must acknowledge that a teacher is beyond or unwilling to 
undergo remediation, and must be dismissed.  This happened to Ms. Reed.  A marginal 
teacher requested a transfer to her school because of her reputation.  She met with the 
teacher, and explained that this school is a place of learning for all, including teachers, 
and what he would need to do to maintain employment.  Ultimately, this teacher did not 
meet the requirements and had to be released. 
Exemplary principals consider their own learning.  Ms. Reed cited two key 
features of self-improvement in the principalship:  an open mind and a willingness to 
learn.  Mr. Benneton recommended that all principals, especially new ones, focus on 
curriculum and instruction, as this is a key knowledge area of principals.  Ms. Thompson 
was not an elementary teacher prior to being an elementary principal.  Her challenge was 
accepting those areas about which she was ignorant, improving those, and in the 
meantime relying on those areas of strength.  In her case, her area of ignorance was 
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curriculum, and her areas of strength were lesson planning and instruction.  This gained 
her respect of challenging teachers, and also resulted in her knowing a great deal about 
elementary curriculum today. 
The principalship challenges one to grow personally, as well.  Ms. Reed had to 
make a shift from an authoritative role to a collaborative role after establishing herself as 
a leader in the building.  Doing so took personal growth and courage.  As previously 
stated, others describe Mr. Benneton as a “hard worker,” which appears to be an 
understatement.  Mr. Benneton describes his challenge to be understanding the balance 
between work and life, and that his community of learners taught him a lot about that.  
Regarding personal growth and a change in perspective, Ms. Reed had a unique 
challenge.  Her school has a relatively low socioeconomic status, with a high rate of 
poverty.  Ms. Reed, like most principals coming from a middle class background, faced 
challenges in understanding the mindset of her students and their families.  Her 
recommendation is that principals learn all they can about the culture of the students 
outside the school, and what impact that culture has on the culture of learning. 
Proper Stewardship of a Culture of Learning 
 Once the foundation is established, exemplary principals participate in a set of 
practices and strategies that promote the culture of learning while it is happening.  
Exemplary principals place emphasis on the process of instruction in the classroom, and 
offer an appropriate level of diligence toward formal and informal observations of 
teachers.  They also strive to make all learning in the school real, interesting, and 
successful.  Exemplary principals set high expectations for students, and provide high 
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levels of support.  When dealing with others, exemplary principals listen more than they 
talk.  Finally, exemplary principals acknowledge all successes.  These five practices 
encourage a culture of learning to continue. 
 Importance of instruction and observations 
 According to exemplary principals, for a culture to thrive, the principal must 
know what is going on in the classrooms and help staff make that instruction better.  This 
begins with clarity in expectations.  About this subject, Mr. Sharpe said, “You will never 
go wrong if you are consistent, clear, and have high expectations for kids.”  When Mr. 
Sharpe conducts an observation and evaluation of a teacher, he ensures that the teacher 
knows what areas he is observing.  His teachers agree.  They say that his role is to set 
clear expectations to get the job done.  Ms. Thompson also follows this practice, and has 
realized quite a bit of success with it. 
 Letting teachers know what they will be watching for requires the exemplary 
principal to have a sense of what is important.  Again, Mr. Sharpe saw his role as giving 
teacher the freedom to make decisions about how to teach.  The results were important to 
him.  The results were also very important to Ms. Thompson and her school focused on 
data-driven instruction.  She described knowing what was important as the following 
steps:   Gather and post data, set goals, create rewards, be accountable, and hide nothing. 
 A teacher in Mr. Benneton’s school, when asked about conducting observations, 
emphatically described his observation style.  She said that he would not come in, sit in 
the back of the room, and count the number of times the teacher called on black or white 
students.  He would not comment about where they were sitting, or about classroom 
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management issues.  He was concerned with the quality of instruction, and how well the 
teacher taught the curriculum. 
 Principals should be knowledgeable about what happens in the classroom, 
according to exemplary principals.  Mr. Benneton recommends that principals not refrain 
from serving as substitutes when necessary.  He recommends principals to be present in 
classrooms.  A teacher who worked with Mr. Sharpe said that he was present in the 
classrooms, and was very knowledgeable about what happened.  Ms. Reed took the 
responsibility of classroom observations so seriously that she spent a great deal of time 
composing the evaluation paperwork. 
 Being focused on instruction requires the principal to support the staff with one’s 
own strengths.  Ms. Thompson readily identified her strengths to be instruction and 
lesson planning.  She used these strengths to support teachers and to make them better 
instructors and lesson planners.  Mr. Benneton is very well-learned, so he would have 
conversations with his staff members about curriculum and instruction.  When Mr. 
Sharpe would recommend things to his staff members through conversations, he would 
strive to be delicate.  Rather than saying to do something, he would ask whether the staff 
member had ever thought about the topic.  Consequently, a teacher described Mr. Sharpe 
as being “the top leader, and the top teacher” in the school. 
 Make learning real and interesting 
 Mr. Sharpe saw himself as the instructional leader of the school.  Ms. Reed kept 
students at the heart of every decision she made.  These mindsets create and promote a 
culture of learning by making learning real and interesting for students. 
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 Mr. Sharpe’s school was situated near a college, and had considerable influence 
from this institute of learning and the diverse people who are typically drawn to a college 
atmosphere.  In his school, there was little emphasis on textbooks.  Students used teacher-
created materials and experiments.  They went on many field trips to promote that love of 
learning.  Rather than reading a picture book about a Japanese Tea Ceremony, for 
example, they brought an expert from the college to the school to have the students 
participate in the Ceremony themselves. 
 In Ms. Reed’s school, learning focused heavily on concepts outside the 
curriculum.  She had students participate in extracurricular events such as Reading 
Olympics.  Students attended science assemblies.  The school started a fine arts festival, 
where parents were asked to teach a hobby or trade to students.  For example, one parent 
taught quiltmaking to students.  As one parent described, “[She] taught the students that 
there are people outside their own little world, and that they can make a difference.” 
 Mr. Benneton integrated learning across disciplines through the early focus of his 
building on ecology themes, assisted by her curriculum coaches.  Mr. Sharpe also worked 
toward high-interest learning through his emphasis on thematic units of instruction.  The 
teachers were asked to create these units using high-interest topics as the framework.  
This focus on real and interesting learning kept the culture focused on learning. 
 Set high expectations and provide high levels of support 
 In Ms. Reed’s school, behavior was “a big deal,” as described by a teacher.  
Students were expected to behave, and to learn the curriculum.  They had tremendous 
support from Ms. Reed in this area.  The expectation of excellence and level of support 
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that teacher experienced was similar to a teacher in Mr. Benneton’s school, who said, 
“[He] set high expectations for staff, and therefore we set high expectations for students.”  
Mr. Sharpe, however, took more than a few minutes to describe his belief about high 
expectations.  During this interview he said, “You will never go wrong if you are 
consistent, clear, and you have high expectations for kids.”  He wanted to be “real clear 
that [I] want kids to be their absolute best.”  The biggest challenge to a culture of 
learning, Mr. Sharpe believed, is people not having high enough expectations for kids. 
 It is not enough to set high expectations.  Teachers need to experience high levels 
of support.  Ms. Reed gave that support, and so did Mr. Benneton.  A parent in his school 
described him as “extremely involved.”  A teacher said that Mr. Benneton always tried to 
get the right person, whether professional or paraprofessional, into the right role.  After 
that, he would arrange for all the staff development that person needed to be successful. 
 Listen 
 A leader’s job is to guide and facilitate, and those tasks are aided by listening to 
the stakeholders.  One of Mr. Sharpe’s teachers simply said that his door was always 
open, and he always sought input.”  Mr. Sharpe was quoted during his interview as 
follows:  “If you will be a good listener, you will find out a lot more.  That goes back to 
being facilitative rather than prescriptive.” 
 Both Mr. Benneton and Ms. Thompson participated in a lot of face-to-face 
conversations with their staff.  Ms. Reed, likewise, believed in listening.  She described 
culture as being nurtured by listening.  She saw her job as always supporting district 
188 
 
initiatives, but also to listen to teachers and their challenges.  Her staff agree: “[She] 
always asked input.” 
 Acknowledge successes 
 Mr. Sharpe cautioned not to give false praise to faculty or students, but to give 
genuine praise often.  While undoubtedly all the exemplary principals acknowledged 
successes, none was as noteworthy as Ms. Reed.  She personally created award 
certificates for a variety of accomplishments, and had frequent award gatherings.  She 
created a bus behavior game in which bus drivers rated the behavior of their students 
weekly.  Progress was shown with die-cast metal school busses in a glass case, each bus 
corresponding to a real-life bus.  For motivation and as a reward, she brought in a dunk 
tank.  On another previously-described situation, she kissed a pig.  When asked what Ms. 
Reed would do to acknowledge success, one of her teachers said, “Whatever it took!” 
Interaction Between School and Larger Context 
Receive Guidance from School District 
 In most of the cases of the exemplary principals interviewed, and validated by the 
stakeholders interviewed, there was a correlation between the vision and culture of the 
school, and the vision and culture of the district, as expressed through the district’s 
mission statement and vision statements.  The exemplary principals interviewed saw it as 
their responsibility to translate the district’s vision and culture into a useful format for the 
specific school.  Ms. Reed described this process as one of translation and buffering the 
stakeholders at the school level.  In Mr. Sharpe’s school, the district guided the school’s 
development of vision statements, but they did not micromanage the process.  The district 
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was ultimately supportive, but only after central office administrators had to be 
convinced that the changes they were proposing would work. 
Above and Beyond the District 
 One of Ms. Reed’s teachers described that the school always took what the district 
had as a vision statement and went beyond that level.  This pattern of starting with the 
district’s vision and moving beyond was not solely in this school, with Mr. Sharpe’s 
school ultimately serving as a catalyst for change within the entire school district. 
 In Ms. Thompson’s case, she could not recall any details about her district’s 
strategic plan.  As a team of principals, they annually meet to set the goals for the next 
year.  There is never a disconnect between those goals and the school’s goals, but often 
this level of planning was insufficient for Ms. Thompson’s needs. 
Influence the Larger Context 
 As described previously, Mr. Sharpe’s school became a model for the larger 
school district’s ideas about education.  Likewise, Mr. Benneton’s school was seen as a 
place that the district could use as a model of quality learning.  Ms. Reed’s situation, 
however, was unique among the exemplary principals interviewed.  The parents of 
students in her school were very vocal and participatory.  When the district undertook its 
cyclical look at the strategic plan, members of her school community participated.  Many 
took positions as committee leaders.  This influenced the ultimate outcome of the district, 
and ensured that the vision of the school was embedded in the strategic plan of the 
district. 
Find a Direction if None is Provided 
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 When Mr. Benneton became principal of his school, there was little direction 
given from the school district.  Consequently, he did not know what specific initiatives 
were important to the district.  As he said, however, “On the other hand, nobody had to 
tell me to have high expectations for kids.”  When there was a lack of direction, he found 
one.  He started with his own beliefs about education, and concluded they were centered 
on student achievement.  He used that as a platform on which to build a vision and 
culture of the school.  He gathered his own data, because no district-wide data was 
gathered at that point, and he showed that students were achieving. 
Building Leadership Capacity 
Principals’ Beliefs About Leadership Capacity 
 During the interviews with exemplary principals and their stakeholder 
representatives, two main beliefs about building leadership capacity emerged.  First, 
principals saw leadership as the responsibility of everyone in their school.  Everyone had 
a role and had to constantly consider what the needs of the school were.  Second, 
leadership needed to be based on the strengths of the teachers and the needs of the school. 
 Leadership is everyone’s responsibility 
 Mr. Benneton described two “A-ha moments” in his leadership.  For the first one, 
he realized that he could not meet all the leadership responsibilities of the school by 
himself.  For the second one, he realized he had to ask what would happen when he was 
no longer there.  This led him to seriously consider building leadership capacity in his 
school, and shaped many future decisions. 
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 When a need emerged, Ms. Thompson would seek to fully understand the issue, 
and then would share the leadership with her school’s stakeholders.  They would be 
expected to form a committee, at times with her as a member, and create the plan of 
action.  Ms. Thompson saw herself as one leader among many. 
 The process of identifying the needs of the school is an organic one, according to 
Mr. Benneton.  Other than the required district initiatives or the obvious management 
needs, teachers were expected to bring the needs to the school community.  If staff 
members are invested in the school, he posited, and encouragement is given for 
participation, staff will identify the need, and often the answer.  Mr. Sharpe made the 
expectation clear that teachers were to share research literature about topics that the 
school community faced.  They were to share that literature with the entire faculty.  “It 
was expected by everyone that we would do what we had to do to make it succeed.” 
 That expectation also demonstrates the belief that the responsibility for 
improvement did not fall on a small number of teachers.  Mr. Sharpe strove to have 
specials teachers—that is, those teachers assigned to a number of school and who taught 
music, art, physical education, and library—at the meetings where school needs were 
discussed.  Ms. Reed never went to the same small group of people.  When some new 
need emerged, she would involve a different group of people than she typically asked to 
help.  She formed a lot of committees to get everyone involved.  Some of these 
committees may have been ad hoc committees that looked at computer lab software or 
adult education books in the lending library.  Her goal was to get new people to claim 
ownership. 
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 One challenge that Ms. Reed had in building capacity was to have adequate 
volunteers.  At these times, she would take advantage of the relationships she already 
built with the staff members to ask them to do things.  She would make personal pleas.  
She found a great deal of success with this, possibly because this strategy relied on 
building successful relationships up-front, which was a particular strength of hers. 
 Strengths-based and needs-based 
 The exemplary principals interviewed indicated that building leadership capacity 
must come out of an overlap of the needs present in the school and the strengths of the 
teachers.  Mr. Benneton recommends that principals encourage their staff to bring the 
needs to the community, and it is the responsibility of the principal to identify the 
strengths of members of the community to solve the needs.  Mr. Sharpe likewise saw this 
as the responsibility of the principal.  For example, when one teacher had a difficult time 
with a specific area of pedagogy, he would ask another teacher who had a strength in that 
area to be a role model for the teacher in need. 
Roles for Principals and Teachers in Distributed Leadership 
 Each of the exemplary principals had very strong beliefs about what the roles of 
teachers and principals are in a system focusing on distributed leadership.  Each group 
has specific responsibilities, and when they work together, the system is more successful. 
  
 
Principal roles and responsibilities 
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 Exemplary principals see a number of specific roles and responsibilities for 
principals in a system of distributed leadership.  First and foremost, the exemplary 
principals, as well as their stakeholders, saw them as leaders.  When asked if she would 
describe Ms. Reed as a leader or a member, a teacher in her building unhesitatingly 
answered, “The leader.”  Mr. Benneton agreed, saying that the principal must remain as 
the clear leader of the school, in particular during interactions with the school district.  He 
said, “The principal is the voice.” 
 The principal must balance the leadership responsibilities with tendencies toward 
authoritarian leadership.  This balance is similar to the general balance between autocracy 
and anarchy described in chapter two of this thesis.  A teacher from Mr. Sharpe’s school 
described this balance in him as follows:  Mr. Sharpe was a facilitator, not a dictator.  He 
provided direction, but not directives. 
 Interestingly enough, a number of teachers described their exemplary principal as 
someone they worked “with,” not someone they worked “for.”  During an interview with 
a teacher from Mr. Sharpe’s school, this choice of words stood out noticeably.  Ms. Reed 
commented that she has often heard that phrase used to describe the relationship she 
maintained with her staff members.  While nobody used this phrase directly to describe 
Ms. Thompson or Mr. Benneton, the sentiments of those interviewed clearly showed that 
they maintained this sort of relationship with their staffs.  For example, Ms. Thompson 
would often start the research on a particular topic, and then turn over the entire planning 
process to a group of teachers.  At that point, she became one of the members of the 
community of learners. 
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 Exemplary principals generally saw themselves as responsible for the 
management of the school.  Mr. Benneton always retained these management tasks so 
that his teachers would be freed to teach.  Ms. Thompson would likewise insulate her 
teachers from these undesirable tasks.  When asked what tasks she would share and what 
she would retain, Ms. Reed listed schedules, final budget decisions, observations, 
evaluations, class lists, and anything else politically attached.  Otherwise, she distributed 
everything else.  She also specifically noted that it is the principal’s role to go to specific 
people to reproach them, when necessary.  Mr. Sharpe agreed, saying that actions 
regarding job performance must be the principal’s, even if they are minor in nature. 
 Another role of the principal in a system focused on distributed leadership is as an 
encourager.  A teacher from Mr. Sharpe’s school described his goal to be “getting 
everyone involved.  Everyone has something to share.”  Mr. Benneton agreed that this is 
the role of the principal, saying that direction and encouragement comes from the 
principal.  A teacher from Ms. Reed’s school described interactions with her as 
encouraging.  She did not directly tell people what to do, but she provided 
encouragement.  In her school, teachers were always asked to serve on committees where 
ideas were discussed.  Ms. Reed analogized herself to a center on a basketball team.  “I 
would distribute things.  The ball would come to me, and I would look, and send it a 
different way.”  Ms. Thompson would seek to build excitement about a topic by giving 
an overview, and then turning it over to participants as soon as possible. 
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 To accomplish all of this, as mentioned earlier, a principal needs to be accessible 
to teachers and other stakeholders.  A teacher interviewed described this accessibility as 
follows:  “You have to be there, and you have to be there a lot.” 
 Teacher roles and responsibilities 
 Teachers working with exemplary principals also have roles and responsibilities 
in a system of distributed leadership.  The exemplary principals, as well as their 
stakeholders interviewed, provided a number of options to consider.  In some cases, 
teachers were assigned to formal roles best described as “quasi-administrative.”  Ms. 
Reed asked teachers to serve as committee leaders and to chair meetings that affected the 
entire school.  Mr. Sharpe created what he called “unit leaders.”  These teachers served as 
leaders of small professional learning communities.  They were formally identified as 
leaders, and they helped to develop their smaller communities of learners.  He also had 
teachers lead the instructional support team process, which is a collaborative problem-
solving process that looks at students who are not successful in school.  Ms. Thompson 
identified very successful teachers as coaches in specific areas of instruction. 
 The principals interviewed also saw formal role modeling and mentoring as a 
responsibility for teachers.  This could occur during the induction phase for beginning 
teachers, or may also be assigned for veteran teachers having difficulty with one area of 
curriculum or instruction. 
 In all of the schools examined, teachers served as resident experts, particularly in 
areas of school-wide need and personal strength, as described previously.  Mr. Sharpe’s 
teachers were expected to be well versed in current literature, and would be encouraged 
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to share their findings.  He also sent teachers to conferences where they would bring back 
concrete ideas and also serve as a repository of information if there were questions from 
the staff members.  Mr. Benneton had teachers present at district-wide seminars. 
 Ms. Thompson followed this practice, as well.  She would find out what classes 
her teachers were taking, and use their knowledge to the entire school’s advantage.  In 
one case, three teachers were all taking a graduate class about school discipline.  She met 
with the three teachers, and together they developed a school-wide discipline plan.  Ms. 
Thompson introduced it to the staff, but the teachers presented the details. 
 Finally, a responsibility of teachers is to get involved.  The exemplary principals 
were all in agreement that it was unacceptable for teachers to not get involved in the 
school.  Mr. Sharpe had faculty share at faculty meetings.  Ms. Reed created committees, 
but did not require participation in the committees.  She encouraged it, and ensured that 
the voice of the committee would be heard.  Mr. Benneton knew who his teacher leaders 
were, but still asked for volunteers from the entire teaching staff. 
Conclusion 
 Chapter four of this thesis presented the results of interviews with four exemplary 
principals, as defined by their designation as Pennsylvania winners of the National 
Distinguished Principal Award, and representatives of their stakeholder groups.  The 
interviews, as described in chapter three of this thesis, and the subsequent analysis were 
designed to answer the main research question of this thesis:  “What, if any, are the 
practices that exemplary principals use to plan for a continuity of culture and vision 
beyond their tenures and within a complex school system?” 
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 The results indicated that the articulated visions of exemplary principals’ schools 
were remarkably similar.  Five common aspects appeared in many of the visions.  First, 
the visions contained a statement regarding the accomplishment of learning by all 
students.  Second, vision statements included a statement of reliance on data to ensure 
continual progress of the school.  Third, the vision statements provided addressed parents 
and community members as active members in the learning process.  Fourth, a number of 
the vision statements addressed the school providing meaningful educational experiences.  
Finally, the vision statements strove for teacher improvement. 
 Exemplary principals appear to have a different set of strategies and skills 
depending on whether or not the vision is established and accepted by the stakeholders.  
If the vision is not established, exemplary principals provided an ideal, or direction, to the 
school community.  This ideal became developed into a vision statement through the buy-
in and subsequent contributions by stakeholders, particularly teachers.  Exemplary 
principals clarified and communicated the vision, in collaboration with the entire 
stakeholder group.  At times, to accomplish these steps, professional development or 
replacement was necessary.  At this point, exemplary principals must demonstrate 
consistency and resiliency toward any challenges to the vision of learning.  As crucial 
stakeholders in the vision, teachers require ongoing meetings and collaboration 
opportunities to ensure they are comfortable with the vision of the school. 
 If either the leader entered the school that has an already-established vision, or 
once the vision is established through the work described previously, the exemplary 
principal strives to continue the vision.  He or she does so by making a clear effort to 
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connect the school and the community through parent workshops, after-school activities, 
and opportunities to demonstrate to the community that the school holds true to its vision.  
Exemplary principals acknowledged that they worked on a team, and came to rely on 
those team members to ensure the successful continuation of the vision.  Exemplary 
principals were accessible and visible to stakeholder groups, with the constant message 
from the principal being the vision of the school.  Finally, exemplary principals learned 
and acknowledged their role in the continuation of the vision. 
 Exemplary principals also were responsible for the stewardship of a culture of 
learning.  To accomplish this task, exemplary principals participated in a set of three 
components to prepare for the stewardship.  Exemplary principals developed high-quality 
working relationships with stakeholder representatives, centered on a culture of learning.  
To ensure that teachers were freed to teach students, exemplary principals ensured there 
was a clear set of management procedures set forth in their schools, and that they would 
continue in their short-term or long-term absences.  These served a dual purpose of 
ensuring the proper and smooth management of the school, and to build confidence and 
security in the teachers so they knew the business of the school was being addressed.  
Finally, the exemplary principals ensured that a culture of learning meant that learning 
was expected by all—students, teachers, parents, and the principal. 
 Exemplary principals demonstrated a belief in the importance of pedagogy and 
the supervision of pedagogy.  This focus allowed teachers to know that their practice was 
valued as the core of a culture of learning.  Exemplary principals ensured that the 
learning that happened in the culture of learning was real and interesting.  Exemplary 
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principals set high expectations for growth in a culture of learning, but also provided high 
levels of support to meet those expectations.  Likewise, exemplary principals listened to 
the input of the stakeholders, particularly the teachers.  Finally, exemplary principals 
acknowledged successes of all learners in a culture of learning. 
 Exemplary principals balance their school’s vision and culture with the vision and 
culture of the larger context—the school district.  Exemplary principals strove to receive 
guidance from the school district regarding those things that are of value.  At times, 
however, it was necessary for exemplary principals to go above and beyond the 
expectations of the school district.  By doing so, the school and the stakeholders within a 
school may influence the larger context in a positive manner, raising their standards or 
changing their vision.  Finally, if an exemplary principal found himself or herself with 
little direction from the school district, the principal saw it as his or her responsibility to 
foster a vision and steward a culture of learning as described in this chapter. 
 Exemplary principals were often the catalyst for change, but responsibility for 
continuing that change must be distributed with teacher-leaders.  Exemplary principals 
had two distinct beliefs about distributed leadership.  They believed that leadership is 
everyone’s responsibility, not just of the nominal leaders.  Building that ownership 
ensures that these facets of a successful school will continue beyond the exemplary 
leader’s tenure.  Secondly, exemplary principals believed that the distribution of 
leadership responsibilities should be based on teacher strengths and the needs of the 
school. 
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 Exemplary principals acknowledged that there are certain leadership 
responsibilities that should and should not be shared with teacher-leaders.  The 
responsibilities to be retained by principals include personnel responsibilities and those 
management tasks that would stagnate a teacher’s progress toward meeting his or her 
teaching responsibilities.  The responsibilities that may be shared with teachers include 
building momentum among the staff, serving as role models and mentors for other 
teachers, and serving as resident experts in specific areas of teaching. 
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Chapter 5:  Summaries, Discussions, and Recommendations 
Introduction 
 The fifth chapter of this thesis will first briefly summarize the research problem 
and question, the review of literature addressing what the field already knows about this 
topic, and the methodology used to carry out the research to answer the research question.  
It will then progress to a detailed summary of the results of the study.  The chapter will 
continue with a discussion about the comparison of these findings to the implications 
presented in the conclusion of chapter two of this thesis, and a presentation of concrete 
recommendations for new principals from the realized successes of the exemplary 
principals interviewed and the literature summarized.  The conclusion of this chapter will 
include a presentation of the limitations of the study and subsequent descriptions of 
future research topics. 
Summaries 
Summary of Research Problem and Question 
 In 1996, the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) created and 
adopted the Standards for School Leaders.  The Standards have become the ideal for 
school leaders in 35 states, and consequently many school leadership development 
programs have adopted them, as well.  The first standard addresses the establishment and 
promotion of a vision for the organization, and the second standard discusses the role of 
the principal in the stewardship of a culture of learning and growth.  The principal is 
responsible for the promotion and stewardship of this vision and culture, which includes 
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participating in a strategies and activities that promote the established vision and culture 
beyond one’s tenure. 
 Succession events have become more frequent due to the changing nature of the 
principalship.  Principals are expected to serve a variety of functions that appear to be 
increasing in number and intensity.  Due to retirements, as well as the changing nature of 
the job, principals tenures are shortening, resulting in more succession events.  When a 
new principal becomes the leader of a school, the principal brings his or her own ideas 
and experiences.  This succession event may challenge even a strong vision and culture in 
a school.  Weak or non-established visions and cultures are seriously challenged by 
succession events. 
 Every leader will leave, either through retirement, resignation, or death.  Planned 
activities that promote the active and planned process of leadership succession may result 
in a smoother succession of leadership for school principals, as it has in the business 
community. 
 The business community has considered leadership succession for the past 20 
years.  Initially, business researchers and practitioners sought solutions known 
collectively as “succession planning.”  These were typically a set of prescriptive solutions 
to plan for leadership succession events.  They typically included creating an emergency 
plan to follow in the event of an unanticipated vacancy, and developing a standard plan 
for planned vacancies.  In both cases, the identifying and training of a successor was part 
of the plan.   With the understanding of complexity increasing, business researchers and 
practitioners changed their paradigm from succession planning to “succession 
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management.”  This new paradigm included aspects of succession planning, including 
having emergency plans.  It included a new focus on developing leaders within the 
culture so that a number of people could take over leadership responsibilities in the event 
of a short-term or long-term vacancy, whether planned or unplanned. 
 According to some researchers, the education field has not embraced leadership 
succession practices, often considering such practices a burden.  The field does, however, 
recognize something similar to what is described as succession management, although for 
a different reason.  Education leaders have discussed “distributed leadership” in recent 
years.  The goal of distributed leadership practices is to improve ownership of leadership 
responsibilities by a wide array of stakeholders within an organization.  This decreases 
the burden on the nominal leader, as well as creating a greater sense of participation and 
ownership of the organization by members. 
 There is a nexus between succession management and distributed leadership that 
is yet unresearched.  A possible third benefit for the use of distributed leadership in a 
school setting is to build an acceptance of vision and culture of the organization so a 
smooth succession may occur when necessary.  Distributed leadership does not have a set 
of concrete practices to follow, resulting a gap in the literature. 
 The goal of this study, therefore, was to provide a starting point for future 
research in succession management for schools by answering this research question: 
“What, if any, are the practices that exemplary principals use to plan for a continuity of 
culture and vision beyond their tenures and within a complex school system?”  Four 
subordinate questions were:   
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• How does an exemplary principal facilitate the development, articulation, 
implementation and stewardship of a vision of learning, while building consensus 
so that the vision of learning continues beyond the principal’s tenure? 
• In what ways does an exemplary principal advocate, nurture, and sustain a school 
culture conducive to student learning in such a way that the culture will continue 
beyond the principal’s tenure?  
•  What impact does the vision and culture of the larger school system (i.e. school 
district) have on the exemplary principal’s proper stewardship of developing the 
vision and culture of the school? 
• In what ways does an exemplary principal build leadership capacity among his or 
her teachers, so that the practices that are begun during his or her tenure are 
continued during succession events? 
Summary of Literature 
 Leadership succession is a timely topic of research study due to the aging of the 
current principal corps, the shortening of principal tenures, and shifts in responsibilities.  
Businesses have been considering leadership succession for 20 years, but the education 
field has been considering it for a shorter time.  This may explain the differences between 
the two fields’ views of succession.  Business practitioners tend to see leadership 
succession as an opportunity to make changes, grow new leaders, and allow the business 
leadership to consider what they hold valuable.  Education practitioners tend to see 
leadership succession as a necessary evil and a burden.  Business literature tends to focus 
on the predecessor, while education literature tends to focus on the successor. 
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 Leadership succession management makes sense for schools because it allows for 
the development and articulation of a vision, it is a possible solution for reducing staff 
turnover, it improves the health and success of the school, and it allows for smoother 
leadership transitions.  Transitions in leadership are typically times when stakeholders 
experience typical responses of stress, which may become more exacerbated through 
repeated successions. 
 Distributed leadership is a framework of activities that is designed to change the 
focus from roles to responsibilities, and to place the initiative of meeting those 
responsibilities on all members of the system.  In the literature, there is no single 
framework for distributed leadership, although there is a great deal of discussion about 
the topic.  Researchers discuss how it is in the relationships of members where the 
synergy is created to make distributed leadership occur.  Other researchers discuss 
distributed leadership as a continuum that leaders must keep in mind.  Other researchers 
have considered the responsibilities that should and should not be shared with teacher-
leaders in a school setting.  This last group considers the difference between distribution 
and delegation, with the former translating to “one leader among many leaders” and the 
latter translating to “one leader of many leaders.” 
 The literature also considers what strategies current leaders employ to distribute 
leadership already.  Generally speaking, principals find informal options and formal 
options.  Informal options include informal mentorships, encouraging teacher leadership, 
and teachers practicing individual decision-making.  Formal options include creating and 
adopting a set of formal standards for leadership, developing leadership study groups, 
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allowing teachers to have mentorships and internships with established leaders, and 
creating a formal role for teachers to experience leadership. 
 Missing from the literature appears to be a set of specific strategies that current 
principals employ to allow the framework of distributed leadership to result in a building 
of consensus about vision, and the stewarding of a culture of learning. 
Summary of Methodology 
 This qualitative study employed an ex post facto research design.  It involved 
interviewing elite subjects, with the researcher serving as the instrument used to gather 
data needed for the study, as is typical in qualitative research designs. 
 Sampling solutions considered should include some sort of designation as or 
definition of “exemplary principal.”  The Pennsylvania Association of Elementary and 
Secondary School Principals annually awards a Pennsylvania award of “Distinguished 
Principal.” The winner of this award proceeds to consideration for the National 
Association of Elementary Principals’ “National Distinguished Principal” award.  There 
is a substantial link between the qualifications for the Pennsylvania award and the ISLLC 
Standards.  Four winners from the cadre of winners of this award were selected for 
participation in this study. 
 Contact was made with each of the subjects through the use of letters and 
telephone calls.  The subjects completed a demographic form with contact information 
for stakeholders from their school—two teachers and one parent.  These people were also 
to be interviewed for triangulation purposes. 
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 Exemplary principals’ interviews were face-to-face interviews that were 
approximately 90 minutes in length.  They were asked a series of open-ended questions, 
with impromptu follow-up questions as necessary, centered on the four topics of the 
research questions of this thesis—vision, focus, the larger context, and distributed 
leadership.  Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded for analysis by the 
researcher. 
 Interviews with the stakeholders were telephone interviews of approximately 30 
minutes in length.  The stakeholders were asked a series of open-ended questions, with 
impromptu follow-up questions as necessary, designed to validate the answers provided 
by their exemplary principals.  This triangulation continued with the analysis, if 
necessary, of any supporting documentation discussed during the interview with the 
exemplary principals. 
 These interviews were coded and analyzed for conclusions that emerged from the 
data.  This process occurred shortly after each set of interviews was completed, and then 
the conclusions from each set of interviews was compared with other conclusions, 
resulting in patterns emerging from the data. 
Summary of Results 
 The results of this study indicated that the articulated visions of exemplary 
principals’ schools were remarkably similar.  Five common aspects appeared in many of 
the visions.  These included (1) a vision of learning by all students, (2) a reliance on data 
to demonstrate progress, (3) the involvement of the entire community in the learning 
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process, (4) providing meaningful educational experiences, and (5) seeking teacher 
improvement. 
 Exemplary principals employed a different set of strategies and skills depending 
on whether or not the vision of the school was firmly established.  If it was not, the 
exemplary principal presented an ideal, sought buy-in from the stakeholders for this ideal, 
developed this into a vision statement through that buy-in, encouraged teachers to 
develop their knowledge, replaced teachers who were reluctant to do so, and provided 
opportunities for discussion to build consensus and understanding.  If the vision was 
already established, exemplary principals made connections with the community, 
embraced the team atmosphere necessary to be successful, were accessible and visible to 
stakeholder groups, and acknowledged and understood their role in the continuation of 
the vision. 
 Exemplary principals also were responsible for the stewardship of a culture of 
learning.  To prepare for this task, exemplary principals developed high-quality working 
relationships with stakeholders, developed a clear sense of management procedures for 
the smooth operation of the school, and expected that a culture of learning meant learning 
for all—students, parents, teachers, and the principal.  Exemplary principals 
demonstrated a belief in the importance of pedagogy and supervision of pedagogy, 
ensured that the learning that happened was real and interesting, set a high level of 
support and held high expectations for student achievement, and acknowledged successes 
of all learners in a culture of learning. 
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 Exemplary principals must balance their school’s vision and culture with the 
vision and culture of the larger context—the school district.  Exemplary principals 
received guidance from the school district, but went above and beyond this guidance and 
these expectations to set the vision and the culture of the school.  This often influenced 
the vision and culture of the entire school district, with the school serving as a catalyst for 
this improvement at the district level.  If there was no support from the school district, 
exemplary principals developed a vision and culture without the district. 
 Exemplary principals had distinct beliefs about distributed leadership.  They 
believed that leadership is everyone’s responsibility, not just the nominal leaders.  They 
also believed that distributed leadership should be based on the strengths of the teachers 
and the needs of the school.  They shared many responsibilities with teachers, but 
retained those dealing with personnel management, and those that would stagnate a 
teacher’s ability to meet his or her teaching responsibility.  Teachers were asked to build 
momentum among the staff, to serve as role models and mentors for other teachers, and 
to serve as resident experts in specific areas of teaching. 
Conclusions 
 Based on the results, a number of themes emerged from this study.  In particular, 
five conclusions can be drawn that answer the main research question and the four 
subordinate questions.  These conclusions are as follows: 
1. While the differences between the exemplary principals’ stories were pronounced, 
all of them had expressed remarkably similar beliefs.  These included the 
alignment of their visions of learning, the belief that visions and cultures had to be 
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firmly established and distributed before considering leadership succession 
events, and the admission that distributed leadership practices were crucial to their 
leadership success. 
2. Exemplary principals saw distinct roles for teachers and principals.  Principals 
were to bring ideals to the discussion of learning, to provide the opportunity for 
stakeholders to learn about and collaborate in the development of the vision, to 
keep the focus of the culture on learning, to serve as quality managers of school 
practices, and to continually develop meaningful relationships with stakeholders.  
Teachers were to identify the needs to be addressed, to work hard on 
understanding and accepting the vision of learning, to continually improve their 
teaching practices, and to help others by serving as teacher leaders. 
3. In exemplary principals’ minds, the relationship between the school and the 
school district is one of reciprocal benefits.  An exemplary principal takes 
direction from the school district, but reciprocates by providing expertise and 
filling gaps where they are identified.  This benefits the entire school district, and 
also influences the larger context. 
4. Exemplary principals thought about succession events and their impacts on the 
vision and culture of the school.  Perhaps without knowing at the time, all of them 
began the distribution of leadership responsibilities from the onset of their tenures 
as principals. 
Each of these conclusions will be discussed in turn, and compared to the research on this 
topic. 
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Conclusion 1:  Similarities in Principals’ Beliefs and Actions 
 The first conclusion is as follows:  While the differences between the exemplary 
principals’ stories were pronounced, all of them had expressed remarkably similar 
beliefs.  These included the alignment of their visions of learning, the belief that visions 
and cultures had to be firmly established and distributed before considering leadership 
succession events, and the admission that distributed leadership practices were crucial to 
their leadership success. 
The exemplary principals who participated in this research study held remarkably 
similar beliefs, although the particulars of each of their stories were different.  The four 
principals represented various settings, backgrounds, and experience levels, yet all 
articulated established visions of learning that held important similarities.  The 
established visions of learning all included these foci:  (1) continual teacher 
improvement, (2) community/parent involvement, (3) the belief that all students can 
learn, (4) meaningful educational experiences, and (5) data analysis.  Each of these 
beliefs is founded on various research areas in the field, and consequently the presence of 
any of these on such a list is not remarkable.  What is remarkable is that these five were 
present in some form in each exemplary principal’s vision of learning. 
The exemplary principals who participated in this study also articulated, whether 
directly or indirectly, that they believed the vision and culture of learning must be firmly 
established and accepted before considering any sort of succession event.  All expressed 
their concern that without this firm foundation, the work they began would be undone 
through succession events.   
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To accomplish this task of firmly establishing a foundation to support a vision and 
culture of learning, each exemplary principal shared distributed leadership practices that 
they employed.  In each one’s case, the distribution of leadership was done to ease the 
responsibilities of leadership, and more importantly to build leadership capacity and 
acceptance among the stakeholders.  Each principal attributed his or her success as a 
principal to the distribution of leadership responsibilities to stakeholders. 
Spillane (2006), Marzano and his associates (2005), and other researchers all 
explain the benefits of distributed leadership practices.  Hargreaves and Fink (2006) and 
Fullan (2005) share how the employment of these practices eases succession events, 
thereby making change more sustainable over time.  In general, this research truly looks 
at a new phenomenon, and fills the gaps in the literature. 
Conclusion 2:  Distinct Roles for Principals and for Teachers 
 The second conclusion drawn from the results of the study is as follows:  
Exemplary principals saw distinct roles for teachers and principals.  Principals were to 
bring ideals to the discussion of learning, to provide the opportunity for stakeholders to 
learn about and collaborate in the development of the vision, to keep the focus of the 
culture on learning, to serve as quality managers of school practices, and to continually 
develop meaningful relationships with stakeholders.  Teachers were to identify the needs 
to be addressed, to work hard on understanding and accepting the vision of learning, to 
continually improve their teaching practices, and to help others by serving as teacher 
leaders. 
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 The exemplary principals from this study believed that the principal provided the 
ideas that the stakeholders built their vision on.  Immediately following the presentation 
of these ideals, exemplary principals developed the vision and culture with buy-in from 
stakeholder groups.  To do this, they provided opportunities for stakeholder groups to 
discuss what was important and to learn what they could about the vision of learning.  
This culture of “shared learning” permeated all four of the schools examined.  During this 
process, principals made themselves available to listen to stakeholders and their concerns 
and questions. 
 In fact, this availability and accessibility of the principal was a hallmark of each 
of the exemplary principals interviewed.  This accessibility helped to foster relationships 
with stakeholders.  These relationships also moved across to peers, with principals 
acknowledging that they could not accomplish everything alone.  They called on experts 
when necessary. 
 The exemplary principals believed that they had a responsibility to ensure the 
quality of educational experiences that students had was satisfactory.  Consequently, all 
four of the principals discussed at length what they did to shape the pedagogy in the 
culture of learning.  The principals, whether explicitly or implicitly, stated that they 
believed in providing high levels of support and high expectations for student 
achievement. 
 The exemplary principals interviewed also believed that it was their responsibility 
to manage the workings of the school so that teachers could teach, and students could 
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learn.  Rather than seeing management as a negative term, the principals saw their 
responsibility as one of leadership after management. 
 Teachers had responsibilities, as well, in the eyes of these exemplary principals.  
They have the responsibility to participate in the learning process, to accept the vision of 
the school and try to make it their own, and to serve others as teacher leaders. 
 All of these responsibilities, as well as the fact that principals and teachers have 
distinct responsibilities at all, is congruent with the research on distributed leadership.  
Marzano and his associates (2005) have quite an extensive list of responsibilities present 
in leadership, and what should and should not be shared with teacher leaders.  Harrison 
and Killion (2007), and Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) have concrete ways that teachers 
can serve as leaders and to meet their responsibilities in a culture of learning.  
Considering the distinct role of teachers and of principals has been discussed in the 
literature, but how these roles interplay in a culture of shared leadership responsibility 
while considering leadership succession events is new and fills a gap in the literature. 
Conclusion 3:  Reciprocal Benefits for the School and the School District 
 The third conclusion drawn from the research is as follows:  In exemplary 
principals’ minds, the relationship between the school and the school district is one of 
reciprocal benefits.  An exemplary principal takes direction from the school district, but 
reciprocates by providing expertise and filling gaps where they are identified.  This 
benefits the entire school district, and also influences the larger context. 
 The exemplary principals interviewed for this research did not see their schools as 
islands, but rather as part of the larger organizational structure.  As such, they sought to 
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receive guidance from the school district administrators.  They did not, however, settle 
for what was provided by the school district administrators.  All of the exemplary 
principals noted that they went above what was expected by the school district, and often 
were influential on the operations of the school district at large.  They filled voids that 
were noticeably present in school district operations, and influenced the larger context. 
 The ISLLC Standards (1996) address the larger context.  The sixth standard is that 
educational leaders will understand, respond to, and influence the larger context.  This is 
one of the skills that today’s educational leaders must demonstrate to be considered 
effective.  Having an exemplary principal giving back to the larger context (i.e. the 
school district) is relatively novel in educational research. 
Conclusion 4:  Employment of Succession Management through Distributed Leadership 
 The fourth and last conclusion drawn from the research is:  Exemplary principals 
thought about succession events and their impacts on the vision and culture of the school.  
Perhaps without knowing at the time, all of them began the distribution of leadership 
responsibilities from the onset of their tenures as principals. 
 All of the exemplary principals attributed a major part of their successes to the 
employment of distributed leadership strategies.  They all identified doing so consciously 
for the purpose of easing leadership responsibilities and building a consensus of the 
vision and culture of the school.  Other comments they made, as shared in chapter four of 
this thesis, indicated that they also employed these solutions for the purpose of ensuring 
that there was a smooth succession event (e.g. “The sign of a good leader is that things 
continue when you are gone.”  Bennington, p.150 of this text.). 
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 While researchers (e.g. Spillane, 2006; Marzano, et al, 2005) have discussed how 
to share leadership responsibilities, nowhere was it put so clearly as during the interviews 
with the four exemplary principals.  They all indicated, one way or another, that 
distributed leadership should be “strengths-based and needs-based.”  That is, what is 
distributed should be based on the strengths of the individuals and the overall needs of 
the school.  The connection between distributed leadership and succession management is 
new to educational research, and this research helps to fill the gap present in the 
literature. 
Discussions 
Revisiting the Literature Implications 
 The second chapter of this thesis concluded with six implications from the 
research.  At the conclusion of the research phase, it is helpful for us to revisit these 
statements to see if the data gathered and the conclusion drawn support, refute, or are 
silent on these implications. 
 Need for leadership management studies in education 
 The first implication reads as follows:   
Education researchers and practitioners may consider embracing the need for 
leadership succession management studies, and may change their focus from what 
the successor principal can do to encourage a smooth transition to what the 
predecessor can do to create an environment that supports leadership succession. 
 
It appears that this research supports this.  In a number of the cases with the exemplary 
principals interviewed, they participated in a set of strategies to ensure their smooth 
transition into the principalship as successor principals.  Afterward, they participated in a 
set of strategies and activities that supported the distribution of leadership 
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responsibilities, mostly through intuition (in many cases, the principals indicated they do 
not know why they did what they did, but it felt like the right thing to do at the time).  In 
each case, these activities, now as predecessor principals, ensured a smoother transition 
to the principalship than theirs.  These strategies can be extrapolated, compiled, and 
taught to new principals, as should the strategies of succession planning discussed in 
chapter two of this thesis. 
 Five-year guideline 
 The second implication reads as follows:  
Because of the cumulative effect of successive turnovers of principals on 
stakeholders, districts and individual principals may consider encouraging 
principals to stay in their positions for at least five years (Hargreaves, 2005; 
Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  This guideline could apply to successful principals, 
whose buildings need consistency for full realization of potential, as well as to 
seemingly unsuccessful principals, because improvement initiatives often take 
time and may require additional support. 
 
Each of the principals who participated in this study was in place for at least five years.  
This could very strongly be interpreted as supporting this implication, but it should be 
noted that one characteristic necessary to receive the NDP award is that the principal 
nominated must be in place for at least five years.  It may be circular to define 
“exemplary” principals as those who won an award, one criteria of which was to be in 
place for five years, and then later to use the fact that all the principals studied were in 
place for five years, thereby supporting the literature.  In other words, it is possible that 
other high-quality principals who would not qualify for the NDP award because of length 
of tenure may still have exemplary traits.  Regardless of this, all of the exemplary 
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principals studied had been in place for at least five years, and cited, whether implicitly 
or explicitly, that being in place for that duration was an asset. 
 Succession management and distributed leadership 
 The third implication reads as follows: 
Succession management and distributed leadership have many overlapping 
features.  For principals who already embrace distributed leadership practices, 
adding the succession management components is a matter of encouraging and 
facilitating future leaders moving from “teacher” to “principal.”  This focus on 
succession management may be considered from the onset of the principal’s 
tenure, and may be flexible enough to allow for the development of leaders at 
many levels. 
 
It is clear from the study that in all of the schools where the principal was interviewed, 
stakeholders held positions of leadership within the organization, and this sharing of 
leadership responsibility was deliberate and effective.  In all cases, the principals 
attributed this distributed leadership to their successes as principals, and to the 
continuation of the vision and culture, in those cases where the principal had left the 
position in question. 
 Embracing distributed leadership 
 The fourth implication reads as follows: 
Principals who do not embrace distributed leadership might consider doing so, as 
there are many benefits.  The research by Donaldson, Hargreaves and Fink, and 
Marzano and his associates provides practical advice for fostering a distributed 
leadership system. 
 
This research is very clear that exemplary principals employed distributed leadership 
strategies, and realized the benefits from those strategies.  All attributed their 
employment of these strategies to their success as principals.  The literature cited in this 
implication is helpful for overall distribution of leadership responsibilities, and the model 
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that emerged from this research will help with principals faced with developing or 
continuing a vision or culture of learning in a school. 
 Research what exemplary principals do 
 The fifth implication reads as follows: 
The list of succession strategies presented in the third section of [chapter two] is 
not exhaustive or validated.  Continued research, such as this proposed research 
study, should likely occur so as to consider what exemplary principals do to 
promote leadership succession in their schools. 
 
This research supports this implication.  The strength of this research study is that it 
examined the actual practices of actual exemplary principals.  I found the exemplary 
principals to be very interested in the topic, presumably because they wished their 
successes to be continually realized by their successors and their hard work continued. 
Distributed leadership is one succession strategy, and it is not a step-by-step list of 
strategies that can be employed.  This research looked at how exemplary principals used 
distributed leadership strategies to ensure the consensus of vision and the stewardship of 
a culture of learning, so that there is a smooth transition of leadership at the end of their 
tenure.  There are many more responsibilities that leaders must consider under the lens of 
succession management where the field can benefit by interviewing exemplary 
principals. 
 Creation of a framework 
 The final implication reads as follows: 
The research compiled here and continued with other researchers on the topic of 
succession management may be placed into a framework and set of strategies for 
practicing principals to employ, so as to encourage its implementation. 
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The exemplary principals interviewed appeared particularly interested in the idea that a 
framework might emerge that can be taught to novice principals.  A framework did 
emerge.  Other research should commence, and the frameworks from those research 
studies compared to this framework so we can better remember the collective lessons that 
have been learned by predecessor principals who are exemplary. 
Recommendations for Future Principals 
 Based on the literature and the research findings of this study, the following 
recommendations are made based on the framework of the findings.  These 
recommendations are designed to use the strategies of distributed leadership to ensure 
that principals have built consensus about the vision of the school among the 
stakeholders, and have properly fostered a culture of learning, all within a larger context 
of a school district. 
 Vision 
1. Principals often are the source of the ideals that are the foundation of a school’s 
vision.  Find these ideals from graduate study, reading, and discussions with 
teachers and other principals. 
2. If a principal presents an ideal as the foundation of a school’s vision, the principal 
should allow the stakeholders to continue the development of that vision with 
direction from the principal.  The vision should not exhaustively be outlined and 
planned by the principal, lest there be no buy-in from the stakeholders. 
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3. Development and buy-in of a vision are one linked step.  There must be time to 
meet, discuss, and cogitate about the vision.  Frequent meetings increase that buy-
in by stakeholders. 
4. Principals must hold stakeholders accountable for that vision.  The actions of all 
members of the school should always result in advancement of the vision, and the 
principal’s job is to challenge actions that do not. 
5. At the time when the vision becomes a statement, principals should clarify that 
statement so it is very easy to remember and be understood.  Principals should 
spend time presenting this vision to the parent and teacher organization so they 
can echo the vision.  Teachers can express this vision to parents and community 
members, as well. 
6. If necessary, principals should use retirements or resignations of reluctant staff if 
staff development is proving unsuccessful in building consensus for a vision that 
is being established.  When hiring new staff, principals should ensure that the 
vision of the school is shared, and candidates’ perceptions about the vision are 
explored. 
7. Principals should allow teachers to buy into the vision and to make it their own 
through frequent meetings and discussions.  Principals should encourage teachers 
to discuss the vision with each other. 
8. Principals should strive to connect the school and the community through 
activities, their participation in the parent and teacher organization, and keeping 
an open dialogue with community members. 
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9. Principals should utilize their team of teachers, parents, and peers.  Principals 
should never feel, or act, as though they are the only ones working on 
perpetuating the vision. 
10. Principals should remain accessible and visible to all stakeholders in the school.  
Parents, students, and teachers should feel comfortable approaching the principal 
about a concern, and this is done through visibility and accessibility. 
Culture 
1. Principals should develop relationships with stakeholders.  They should discover 
with whom they could discuss particular topics.  Principals should discover this 
information through discussions with predecessors and through firsthand 
observation. 
2. To build momentum toward a culture of learning, principals should balance early 
successes with convincing reluctant teachers to believe in the culture of learning.  
This is done through balancing providing rationale and showing stakeholders that 
the principal is trustworthy. 
3. Principals should develop a set of organizational strategies that supports the 
continued operation of a school within a culture of learning.  These strategies 
should be shared with key teacher-leaders so that the school may operate in the 
principal’s absence.   
4. Principals should encourage all stakeholders to take a position of learning in the 
culture of learning.  This can be done through learning-based parent and teacher 
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meetings, faculty meetings focused less on management issues and more on 
teachers learning, and pushing themselves toward learning as principals. 
5. Principals in a culture of learning should take their observations of teachers 
seriously.  They should encourage teachers to make meaningful improvements in 
their pedagogical practice, and be fair and consistent in their assessment of 
teaching.  Principals should also ensure they are knowledgeable about what 
happens in the classrooms through frequent visits and discussions with teachers. 
6. That focus on pedagogy should also include striving to make learning real and 
interesting for students.  Principals should encourage teachers to have a culture of 
participatory learning, outside activities, and cross-curriculum connections. 
7. Principals should maintain high expectations for students, and provide support for 
students and teachers to meet those expectations.  When they meet the 
expectations, principals should acknowledge the successes through public 
ceremonies. 
Larger context 
1. Principals should translate the school district’s strategic plan and mission 
statement into what the school will need to do to ensure success in vision and 
culture. 
2. Principals should be comfortable with going above and beyond the school 
district’s strategic plan and mission statement in the establishment and consensus-
building of the vision, and in the promotion of a culture of learning.  If there is 
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little direction from the school district, a principal must find what is important to 
the community and use that as a starting point. 
Leadership capacity 
1. Principals should acknowledge and believe that leadership is everyone’s 
responsibility, and that distributed leadership solutions should be based on the 
strengths of the personnel and the needs of the school. 
2. Principals should retain management responsibilities of the school so that teachers 
are freed to teach.  Likewise, any political or divisive issue should be retained by 
principals as their responsibility.   
3. Teachers should be encouraged to actively get involved in the decision-making of 
the school.  Principals should create committees for many decisions, and 
empower teacher-leaders to lead those committees. 
Conclusions 
Limitations of the Study 
 There are two main limitations to this study’s design that challenge the ability to 
generalize the findings.  As described in detail in chapter three of this thesis, the focus of 
qualitative research is that it cannot be generalized by itself, but only in conglomerate 
with other similar studies.  These limitations do not truly weaken this study, but only 
provide a caution to readers when considering the findings. 
First, this study was conducted in one state in the United States.  Every state has 
different criteria for their representatives to the National Distinguished Principal award.  
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Pennsylvania’s standards happen to coincide well with the ISLLC Standards.  Other 
states may or may not have similar criteria or coincidences. 
Secondly, this study only considered the decisions, thoughts, and actions of 
elementary principals.  The challenges and subsequent decisions of these professionals 
may be different from those of their secondary principal counterparts. 
Further Research Opportunities 
 As discussed in the earlier chapters of this thesis, succession management has 
been discussed in business literature for 20 years.  The discussion among educational 
researchers has been primarily to provide suggestions for successor principals to 
successfully begin their tenures, rather than in determining how predecessor principals 
establish the vision and culture, and build leadership capacity, so as to create a smooth 
transition for the successor principal.  This topic is new to this field, and hopefully this 
research study will spark future topics of discussion.  Among these are the following: 
1. As described previously, this study occurred in Pennsylvania, where there is a 
certain political climate regarding education.  This climate, complete with student 
achievement being defined by results on standardized testing, the prevalence of 
governmental take-over of underperforming schools, and legislation and litigation 
unique to this state, may affect how exemplary principals perceive their jobs.  
Based on this significant limitation identified earlier in this chapter, similar 
studies should be considered in other parts of the United States and in other 
countries.   
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2. Likewise, as described previously, secondary principals face different challenges 
than elementary principals.  They typically have more varied extracurricular 
responsibilities, have less parent participation overall, and more variety of 
curriculum responsibilities.  Consequently, they have more management 
responsibilities than many elementary principals, but have more formalized 
leadership assistance through assistant principals or deans of students.  The 
challenges are different, and consequently their beliefs about vision and culture 
may be different.  Therefore, similar studies should be considered that examine 
the beliefs and actions of exemplary secondary school principals. 
3. Earlier in this chapter, a number of suggestions were compiled for consideration 
by new principals.  In chapter four, a model of vision and culture likewise 
emerged.  These suggestions and this model, provided by exemplary principals, 
provide a starting point for future research.  While this list and model are richly 
supported by the combined years of leadership history of those exemplary 
principals interviewed for this study, they lack the quantitative rigor that many in 
the field prefer.  For that reason, a research study quantifying the efficacy of these 
suggestions and this model for new principals may prove elucidating. 
4. This study proved that exemplary principals have similar views of how to build a 
consensus about vision, and how to develop a culture of learning so as to more 
fully ensure a smooth transition of leadership.  It does lead one to the question, 
however, whether those succession events were smoother than those where 
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principals did not give similar thought to the distribution of leadership 
responsibilities. 
5. Business researchers and leaders may find areas of this study enlightening.  For 
that reason, it is recommended that a follow-up study in that field look at the 
implications of this research. 
With the continued research proposed here, educational researchers considering 
the succession management practices of principals can more fully understand the 
topic.  With this clarification in research, the field may be able to provide a promising 
pathway to practitioners for sustaining a school's vision and culture of learning for the 
long term. 
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Appendix A:  The Interstate School Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards 
STANDARD 1 - A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the 
success of all students by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and 
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared and supported by the school community. 
STANDARD 2 - A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the 
success of all students by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture and 
instructional program conducive to student learning and staff professional growth. 
STANDARD 3 - A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the 
success of all students by ensuring management of the organization, operations, and 
resources for a safe and effective learning environment. 
STANDARD 4 - A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the 
success of all students collaborating with families and community members, responding 
to diverse community interests and needs, and mobilizing community resources. 
STANDARD 5 - A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the 
success of all students by acting with integrity, with fairness, and in an ethical manner. 
STANDARD 6 - A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the 
success of all students by understanding, responding to, and influencing the larger 
political, social, economic, legal, and cultural contexts.  
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 
 
Questions for the Exemplary Principals 
1. DEVELOPMENT OF VISION OF SCHOOL 
a. What is the established vision of learning for this school? 
b. How was the consensus for that vision developed? 
c. What activities or practices have you employed to more fully ensure that 
the established vision progresses? 
d. What challenges do you foresee your successor facing regarding the vision 
of the school, and what advice would you give him or her regarding 
vision? 
2. CULTURE OF LEARNING: 
a. In what ways do you promote the success of all students by advocating, 
nurturing, and sustaining a school culture conducive to student learning 
and staff professional growth? 
b. What has been the largest challenge to moving the culture of your school 
to a culture of learning, and how have you met that challenge? 
c. One challenge to culture is sustainability, particularly after a succession 
event.  What advice would you give your successor for continuing the 
culture of learning after you leave? 
3. LARGER CONTEXTS: 
238 
 
a. How does the culture of the school and the established vision of the school 
coincide with the mission and strategic plan of the school district?  
b. (Only if there is a disconnect noted in 3a above) How did and do you meet 
the challenges present in this sort of disconnect between the district’s 
direction and the school’s direction? 
4. LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 
a. What specific strategies have you tried so that many people experience 
leadership and its responsibilities? 
b. What sort of responsibilities do you think should and should not be shared 
with future leaders?  What responsibilities have you shared with teacher-
leaders, and had successes or failures with? 
Questions for the Teacher Leaders 
1. DEVELOPMENT OF VISION OF SCHOOL 
a. What is the vision of the school, and how does your school principal build 
a consensus of that vision for all? 
b. What specific activities does your school principal do to keep all 
stakeholders focused on that vision? 
2. CULTURE OF LEARNING 
a. In what ways is this school a place focused on learning?  What role has 
your school principal had in the promotion of a culture of learning? 
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b. What specific activities does your school do to keep learning at the center 
of the culture?  In what way is your principal responsible for these 
activities? 
3. LARGER CONTEXTS 
a. What is your perception of the involvement of central office 
administrators in the development of the vision and culture of the school? 
b. How well does the school’s vision and culture interact with the district’s 
vision and culture? 
4. LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 
a. In what ways does your school principal encourage those with leadership 
potential to develop that potential?  What responsibilities does he or she 
share with teacher leaders within the school? 
b. In what ways does your school principal encourage collaboration among 
staff, and what effect does the collaboration have on the development of 
leaders, as well as the sustainability of the vision and culture of the 
school? 
Questions for the Parent Representative 
1. DEVELOPMENT OF VISION OF SCHOOL 
a. What would you describe the vision of the school to be?  How has the 
principal involved parents in the development and promotion of that 
vision? 
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b. What challenges do you see the principal’s successor having in continuing 
the vision once he or she retires? 
2. CULTURE OF LEARNING 
c. In what ways is this school a place focused on learning?  What role has 
your school principal had in the promotion of a culture of learning?  Has 
the school always had a culture of learning? 
a. What specific activities does your school do to keep learning at the center 
of the culture?  In what way is your principal responsible for these 
activities? 
b. How has the principal involved parents in the promotion of a culture of 
learning?  
241 
 
Appendix C: Initial Letter and Demographic Information Form 
 
Initial Letter Sample 
 
Marion Dugan, Ed.D. 
Drexel University School of Education 
3141 Chestnut Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19014 
 
 
[Name] 
[School] 
[Address] 
[City, State, Zip] 
 
 
Dear [Title]: 
 
I am the principal investigator for a timely research study, and would appreciate your 
participation as an exemplary principal, as identified by the Pennsylvania Association of 
Elementary and Secondary School Principals.  The principal researcher for this study, 
Mr. Christopher Garchinsky, has designed and will conduct this study in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for a Doctor of Philosophy degree from Drexel 
University. 
 
After thoroughly examining the educational leadership literature, we have identified a 
significant gap to be explored.  For the past twenty years, business researchers have 
discussed succession planning for leaders.  Succession planning is the implementation of 
proactive strategies by a current leader to plan for one’s own succession (e.g. identifying 
and providing leadership experiences for a successor).  In recent years, that field’s 
discussions have evolved to include succession management strategies.  This important 
shift promotes the development of a culture of leadership in the organization, where new 
leaders are formed through a well-planned sharing of leadership responsibilities.  While 
we have a similar concept in education (i.e. Distributed Leadership), our literature does 
not articulate what responsibilities and experiences should be distributed for the purpose 
of succession management, nor how current leaders are doing so, whether intuitively or 
consciously.   
 
The purpose of our study is to answer this question:  What, if any, are the practices that 
exemplary principals use to plan for a continuity of vision and culture beyond their 
tenures and within a complex school system?  Through this examination and synthesis, it 
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is our hope to develop a set of practices that new principals may employ from the onset 
of their tenures to begin their leadership succession planning and management, so they 
may practice good stewardship of the culture and vision of the school.  As described 
before, this study is timely and exciting because of its potential significance to the field of 
instructional leadership studies.  Your input as an identified exemplary principal is very 
worthy of examination for future leaders! 
 
We are asking for your participation in this study.  If you grant permission and are 
selected, Mr. Garchinsky will contact you to arrange a date he may visit your school.  
While there, he will conduct an interview of approximately ninety minutes in length with 
you.  The questions in this interview are designed to guide you in discussing what 
strategies you have employed, whether through conscious planning or intuition, to plan 
for a continuity of vision and culture beyond your tenure. 
 
Following the interview with you, Mr. Garchinsky will examine supplementary 
documents that you and he discuss ahead of time or which arise in the interview.  These 
may be strategic plans, succession plans, or other documents that show your planning in 
these areas.  Additionally, Mr. Garchinsky will ask to conduct very brief interviews with 
two teacher-leaders, an assistant principal (if applicable), and a parent representative.  
The purpose of these interviews is to examine the efficacy of the strategies employed, as 
well as the stakeholders’ impressions of the strategies.  All participants will remain 
anonymous in the final report of the results, and may choose to withdraw themselves 
from the study at any time.  Please distribute the attached letter to those participants you 
write on the demographic form. 
 
If you are interested in participating in the study, please return the enclosed demographic 
information form in the self-addressed, stamped envelope.  If you are selected for the 
study, Mr. Garchinsky will be in touch with you to schedule the visitation, and to answer 
whatever questions you may have about the study.  In the meantime, you may feel free to 
contact him either via telephone (717-xxx-xxxx) or email (cgarch@drexel.edu). 
 
I do hope that you will consider participating in this study.  Your expertise and 
experiences are invaluable as a resource for tomorrow’s school principals. 
 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 
Marion Dugan, Ed.D. 
Associate Professor 
Drexel University School of Education 
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Demographic Information Form Sample 
____ I am interested in participating in this research study (complete entire form below) 
____ I am not interested in participating in this research study. (complete “Name” only) 
 
Participant Information 
 
1. Name:   _______________________________________________ 
 
2. School:  _______________________________________________ 
 
3. School Address: _______________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________ 
 
4. School Phone:  _______________________________________________ 
 
5. School Fax:  _______________________________________________ 
 
6. Email Address: _______________________________________________ 
 
7. How long have you been the principal of this school? _________________ 
 
8. How long have you been a principal in any school?  _________________ 
 
 
School and District Information 
 
1. Number of Staff ____________ School Enrollment ___________ 
 
2. Grades in School ____________ District Enrollment ___________ 
 
3. District Designation (circle one): Rural  Suburban Urban 
 
4. Number of Assistant Principals (or comparable designation)  ___________ 
 
5. Does your district have any of the following?  (check all that apply) 
 
____ Benchmarks for Aspiring Leaders (e.g. ISLLC Standards)  
____ Employee Development Plans  (e.g. individual professional development  
plans for all staff or just for identified potential leaders) 
 ____ Leadership Development Groups (e.g. study groups, discussion groups) 
 ____ Administrative internships/mentorships 
 ____ Temporary formal roles (e.g. temporary Deans of Students, Teachers on  
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Special Assignment, Teaching Assistant Principals) 
 ____ Leadership Academies (e.g. formal relationship with a university) 
 
Additional Contact Information 
 
1. Teacher-Leader 
 
Name:  ____________________________________________________ 
  
Email:  ____________________________________________________ 
 
Telephone: _____________________ Good time to call: ___________ 
 
2. Teacher-Leader 
 
Name:  ____________________________________________________ 
  
Email:  ____________________________________________________ 
 
Telephone: _____________________ Good time to call: ___________ 
 
3. Parent Representative (e.g. PTO president) 
 
Name:  ____________________________________________________ 
 
Email:  ____________________________________________________ 
 
Telephone: _____________________ Good time to call: ___________ 
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Sample Letter to Stakeholder Participants 
 
Marion Dugan, Ed.D. 
Drexel University School of Education 
3141 Chestnut Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19014 
 
 
Dear sir or madam: 
 
I am the principal investigator for a timely research study, to be conducted by Mr. 
Christopher Garchinsky, in partial fulfillment of his Doctor of Philosophy degree from 
Drexel University.  This study seeks to define what strategies exemplary principals use to 
plan for a continuity of culture and vision beyond their tenures and within a complex 
school system.  The goal of the study is to determine what practices, if any, can be shared 
with novice principals to plan for their own smooth leadership succession events. 
 
If your principal is selected to participate in this study, Mr. Garchinsky will be visiting 
your school this spring to interview staff members.  I hope you would agree to be 
interviewed for this purpose.  The scope of the questions will be surrounding your 
principal’s distribution of leadership responsibilities, overt succession planning, and the 
development of vision and culture for the school.  You will remain anonymous in the 
final document. 
 
If you have any questions about this study, please feel free to contact Mr. Garchinsky 
directly.  He may be reached via telephone (717-xxx-xxxx) or email 
(cgarch@drexel.edu). 
 
Thank you for your potential participation in this exciting study! 
 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 
Marion Dugan, Ed.D. 
Associate Professor 
Drexel University School of Education 
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Appendix D: Follow-up Letter and Permission Form 
 
 
 
 
Follow-up Letter Sample 
 
Christopher R. Garchinsky 
Drexel University School of Education 
3141 Chestnut Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19014 
 
[Name] 
[School] 
[Address] 
[City, State, Zip] 
 
Dear [Title]: 
 
Thank you for our recent conversation and for agreeing to participate in the research 
study we discussed.  To refresh your memory, this research study is designed to 
synthesize the common practices that exemplary principals employ to plan for a 
continuity of vision and culture beyond their tenures and within a complex school system.  
Our goal is to develop a list of strategies that new principals may use to begin their 
leadership succession planning and management from the beginning of their tenures.  I 
greatly appreciate your time and participation in this research study. 
 
We have set a date for my school visitation.  That date is [date].  On that day, you and I 
will meet at [time] to participate in an interview of approximately ninety minutes in 
length.  After that interview, I will ask to examine your district’s strategic plan and 
succession plan, and any other documentation that arises in our conversation. 
Additionally, we have arranged that I will briefly speak to some stakeholders in the 
district, and I appreciate your assistance with arranging those conversations. 
 
To participate in this study, you must complete the attached permission form and return it 
in the enclosed self-addressed, stamped envelope.  Please do so in enough time that I may 
receive it before our interview.  If you have any questions about the form or the study, 
please contact me via telephone (717-xxx-xxxx) or email (cgarch@drexel.edu). 
 
Thank you for participating in this research study.  Your expertise in the field will 
hopefully be shared with many new principals through this study. 
 
Sincerely yours, 
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Christopher Garchinsky 
Doctor of Philosophy Candidate 
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Permission Form 
 
1. I give my knowledgeable consent to participate in the research study directed by 
Marion Dugan, Ed.D., and conducted by Christopher Garchinsky, both of Drexel 
University.  The purposes of this study are (a) to partially fulfill the requirements of 
the Doctor of Philosophy Degree for Christopher Garchinsky, and (b) to determine 
what, if any, are the practices that exemplary principals use to plan for a continuity of 
culture and vision beyond their tenures and within a complex school system.  This 
study has been presented and defended to Drexel University’s Institutional Review 
Board (IRB), which has granted permission for this study to occur as designed. 
 
2. I understand that the researcher will utilize interviews as the primary data-gathering 
method.  This interview will be a recorded conversation that will be transcribed and 
analyzed by the researcher.  I understand that the only individuals who will have 
access to the interview transcript or analysis without my permission are (a) the 
principal investigator, Marion Dugan, Ed.D., (b) the principal researcher, Christopher 
Garchinsky, and (c) me, the research participant.  I consent to being quoted directly in 
the final report, as appropriate and following the stipulations set forth below. 
 
3. I understand that the following conditions will be met to ensure my anonymity:  (a) 
My name or other identifying information will not be used in the final report, but 
rather, non-identifying pseudonyms may be used for my name and the name of my 
school; (b) Audio recordings or transcripts of the interviews will not be shared with 
anyone other than the principal investigator, the principal researcher, or me; and (c) 
All research notes, recordings, transcripts, analyses, or other products associated with 
my participation in the study will be coded in a non-identifying manner. 
 
4. I understand that I am encouraged at any point to ask questions of the principal 
investigator and/or the principal researcher about the purposes or methods of this 
research study.  I likewise understand that I may withdraw my participation from this 
research study at any point, for any reason, and without prejudice, and the 
information and permanent products collected about me to date will be sent to me or 
destroyed, and not included in the study. 
 
5. I understand that I will be provided a copy of the final research study report, at my 
request, at the conclusion of the study.  To obtain a copy of the report, I must make 
this request of the primary researcher via electronic mail, telephone, or in writing. 
 
 
Name of Participant (please print):   _________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Participant: ________________________________   Date:  ________ 
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Appendix E: Triangulation Matrix (Sagor, 2005) 
 
 
 
 
Table 4:  Triangulation Matrix 
Research 
Question 
Data Source 1 Data Source 2 Data Source 3 Data Source 4 
How does an 
exemplary 
principal 
facilitate the 
development, 
articulation, 
implementation 
and stewardship 
of a vision of 
learning, while 
building 
consensus so that 
the vision of 
learning 
continues beyond 
the principal’s 
tenure? 
Interview with 
exemplary 
principal.  
Questions 
dealing with 
the established 
vision, 
developing 
consensus, 
activities for 
progression of 
vision, and 
challenges for 
a successor. 
Interview with 
parent and 
teacher leaders.  
Questions 
focusing on 
principal’s 
willingness and 
openness to 
shared vision, 
buy-in from 
stakeholders, 
and 
appropriateness 
of vision to 
culture of 
learning. 
Examination of 
source 
material, 
particularly the 
strategic plan, 
school and 
district 
websites, 
program 
documents, and 
student 
learning 
expectations. 
Interviews will 
be taped, and 
notes will be 
taken during 
the interviews 
themselves. 
In what ways 
does an 
exemplary 
principal 
advocate, nurture, 
and sustain a 
school culture 
conducive to 
student learning 
in such a way 
that the culture 
will continue 
beyond the 
principal’s 
tenure? 
Interview with 
exemplary 
principal.  
Questions 
dealing with 
promotion of a 
culture of 
learning, 
challenges 
dealing with a 
culture of 
learning, and 
how to sustain 
that culture 
across 
leadership 
succession 
events. 
Interview with 
teacher leaders, 
with questions 
focusing on the 
culture of 
learning in the 
building, and 
the presence of 
activities that 
ensure a 
culture of 
learning that 
can sustain 
through 
leadership 
succession 
events. 
Examination of 
source 
material, 
including 
strategic plan, 
induction plan, 
professional 
development 
plan for the 
district and 
individual 
teachers, 
mentoring 
plans, 
collaboratively
-developed 
curricula. 
Interviews will 
be taped, and 
notes will be 
taken during 
the interviews 
themselves. 
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What impact 
does the vision 
and culture of the 
larger school 
system (i.e. 
school district) 
have on the 
exemplary 
principal’s proper 
stewardship of 
developing the 
vision and culture 
of the school? 
Interview with 
exemplary 
principal.  
Questions 
dealing with 
the comparison 
of the school’s 
vision and 
culture with the 
district’s vision 
and culture. 
Interview with 
assistant 
principal and 
teacher leaders, 
with questions 
focused on the 
involvement of 
central office 
administrators, 
and the vision 
and culture of 
the school as 
compared to 
the district. 
Examination of 
source 
material, 
particularly the 
strategic plan 
and any vision 
documents of 
the school and  
district. 
Interviews will 
be taped, and 
notes will be 
taken during 
the interviews 
themselves. 
In what ways 
does an 
exemplary 
principal build 
leadership 
capacity among 
his or her 
teachers, so that 
the practices that 
are begun during 
his or her tenure 
are continued 
during succession 
events? 
Interview with 
exemplary 
principal.  
Questions 
dealing with 
building 
leadership 
capacity 
among teacher-
leaders, and 
what 
responsibilities 
should and 
should not be 
shared. 
Interview with 
teacher leaders, 
with questions 
focusing on the 
activities 
promoting 
building 
leadership 
capacity. 
Examination of 
source 
material, 
including job-
related 
documents for 
positions, and 
any other 
documents that 
support 
building 
capacity. 
Interviews will 
be taped, and 
notes will be 
taken during 
the interviews 
themselves. 
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Appendix F: Graphic Organizer- Succession Management and Distributed 
Leadership (Conger & Benjamin, 1999; Fulmer & Conger, 2004; Hargreaves & 
Fink, 2006; Spillane, 2006, Spillane, et al, 2001) 
 
 
Table 5:  Graphic Organizer Comparing/Contrasting Succession Management and 
Distributed Leadership 
 
Similarities 
 
• Both address building leadership capacity within the organization 
• Both can be used as succession planning tools 
• Both build buy-in and acceptance of vision and culture of the organization 
 
 
Differences 
 
Succession Management Category of Difference Distributed Leadership 
Goal is to develop future 
leaders for succession 
events 
Goal of Strategy Goal is to ease day-to-day 
operations, and to develop 
participation among 
stakeholders. 
 
Participants are primarily 
those identified as having 
leadership potential, and 
likely to become future 
leaders. 
 
Demographics of 
Participants 
All stakeholders are eligible 
to participate in distributed 
leadership. 
Few participants with 
focused goals, but open to 
emerging leaders. 
Number of Participants Entire organization and 
stakeholders, therefore 
many participants 
 
Primarily a set of strategies 
for action, developing 
future leaders. 
Thinking or Action Primarily a framework for 
thinking about leadership 
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